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“Public space in cities is a common good, meant to 

be open, inclusive and democratic, a fundamental 

human right for everybody.” 

 
Dr Luisa Bravo 
The Journal of Public Space, Founder and Editor in Chief 

City Space Architecture, Founding Member and President 
(from the statement submitted at the 26th UN-Habitat Governing Council (Nairobi, Kenya, 8-12 May 2017) 

 
 

 
 
 

FOCUS AND SCOPE 
 

The Journal of Public Space is the world’s first international, interdisciplinary, academic 

diamond open-access journal dedicated entirely to public space. Built on a well-established 

global network of scholars and professionals, the journal is committed to expanding current 

scholarship by offering a global perspective and providing a platform for countries that are 

often overlooked to share their views and discuss topics that are usually sidelined in 
mainstream knowledge, such as neglected and emerging issues. 

The Journal of Public Space embraces diversity and encourages dialogue and storytelling from 

a variety of disciplines and countries, particularly those that are usually underrepresented, 

thereby overcoming the Western-centric approach that currently dominates the discourse. 

Like a proper public space, The Journal of Public Space is free, accessible and inclusive for 

both authors and readers. It provides a platform for both emerging and established 

researchers, as well as professionals, artists, activists and community leaders. The Journal of 

Public Space aims to promote research, showcase best practices and inform discussions 

about issues related to public spaces in our ever-changing societies. 

The Journal of Public Space addresses the social sciences and humanities as major fields and 

is also interested in attracting scholars from other disciplines. Acting as both a scholarly 

journal and an interdisciplinary discussion and exchange platform, it is enriched by hosting 

papers on design projects, art performances, and social practices that foster civic 

engagement and non-expert knowledge.  

  

 

TOPICS 
 

Authors are welcome to submit original research articles dealing with themes relating to the 

vision of the journal, which may include, but are not confined to: 

 
 

SPACE SOCIETY SYSTEMS 

Architecture 

Urban Planning 

Urban Design 

Urban Morphology 

Gender 

Human scale 

People 

Everyday life 

Economy 

Political power 

Governance 

Law and regulations 

http://www.journalpublicspace.org/download/csa_gc26_statement.pdf
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Urban Resilience 

Landscape architecture 

Interior design 

Interactive and visual design 

Art 

City transformation 

Infrastructure 

Environment 

Ecology 
Climate change 

 

Social engagement 

Health and safety 

Perception and senses 

Human rights 

Social justice 

Education 

Heritage 

History 

Culture 
Geography 

Anthropology 

Ethnography 

Community empowerment 

Migrations 

Conflicts 

Inclusion/Exclusion 

Informality 

Sub and fringe cultures 

Public policies 

Private sector/interest 

Developing countries 

Management and 

maintenance 

Digital/Virtual world 

Technology 

Media 

Third sector 
Decision-making process 
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Peer Review Process 

A double-blind peer review process, based on a distinguished board of editors and editorial 

advisors, will ensure the quality and high standards of research papers. All contributions will 

be initially assessed by the Editor-in-Chief for suitability for the journal. Later each paper will 

be assessed by at least three independent reviewers and any identifying information in 

relation to the author will be removed during the review process. Reviewers follow an 

evaluation framework and recommendation guidelines to ensure objectivity and fairness.  
Submitted articles should not have been previously published. If publication or dissemination 

through presentation has occurred, then the article should acknowledge this and pay due 

credit to the original source.  

The Editor-in-Chief is responsible for the final decision regarding acceptance or rejection of 

articles. The Editor-in-Chief’s decision is final. 

Read more about our peer review process. 
 

Article Processing Charges (APCs) 

The Journal of Public Space is a Diamond Open Access journal. It does not require authors 

to pay any article processing charges (APCs) when submitting an article for possible 

publication. Read about Green, Gold and Diamond Open Access. 

 

Open Access Policy 

The Journal of Public Space provides immediate open access to its content on the principle 

that making research freely available to the public supports a greater global exchange of 

knowledge. The Journal of Public Space is published through an Open Journal Systems as 

part of the Public Knowledge Project (PKP).  

Articles in The Journal of Public Space l are published under the Creative Commons 

Attribution-NonCommercial Licence (CC-BY-NC). This is to get more legal certainty about 

https://www.journalpublicspace.org/index.php/jps/peer-review-process
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Diamond_open_access
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https://pkp.sfu.ca/ojs/
https://pkp.sfu.ca/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
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what readers can do with published articles, and thus a wider dissemination and archiving, 

which in turn makes publishing with this journal more valuable for you, the authors. 

Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial Licence (CC-BY-NC) – what does that 

mean? You are free to: 

     • Share - copy and redistribute the material in any medium or format 

     • Adapt - remix, transform, and build upon the material  

Under the following terms: 

     • Attribution - You must give appropriate credit, provide a link to the license, and 

indicate if changes are made. You may do so in any reasonable manner, but not in any way 

that suggests the licensor endorses you or your use 

     • NonCommercial — You may not use the material for commercial purposes. 

The Journal of Public Space complies with I4OC standards for open citations. 

 

Publication Ethics Statement 

The Journal of Public Space aligns itself with the Committee on Publication Ethics (COPE) 

best practice guidelines for dealing with ethical issues in journal publishing and has 

adopted the COPE guidelines which the journal members (Scientific Board, Advisory 

Boards, Editorial Board and the Journal Manager) have agreed meet the purposes and 

objectives of the Journal. 

COPE provides international standards for authors of scholarly research publications and 

describes responsible research reporting practice. They may be summarised as follows: 
 the research being reported should have been conducted in an ethical and 

responsible manner and should comply with all relevant legislation; 

 researchers should present their results clearly, honestly, and without fabrication, 

falsification or inappropriate data manipulation; they should strive to describe their 

methods clearly and unambiguously so that their findings can be confirmed by 

others; they should adhere to publication requirements that submitted work is 

original, is not plagiarised, and has not been published elsewhere; 

 authors should take collective responsibility for submitted and published work; 

 the authorship of research publications should accurately reflect individuals’ 

contributions to the work and its reporting; 

 funding sources and relevant conflicts of interest should be disclosed. 

The Journal of Public Space ethic statements are based on COPE's Core practices. 

Read our full statement on Publication Ethics and Malpractice. 

 

Publication Frequency 

The Journal of Public Space is published two times per year. One or more thematic issue, 

focusing on specific topics, could be published every year. 
 

Archiving 

The Journal of Public Space is included in LOCKSS archival system. 
 

Privacy Statement 
The names and email addresses entered in The Journal of Public Space’s website will be 

used exclusively for the stated purposes of the journal and will not be made available for 

any other purpose or to any other party.  

The Journal of Public Space's Editorial Team uses data to guide its work in publishing and 

improving this journal. Data that will assist in developing this publishing platform may be 
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shared with its developer Public Knowledge Project in an anonymised and aggregated 

form, with appropriate exceptions such as article metrics. The data will not be sold by 

this journal or PKP nor will it be used for purposes other than those stated here. The 

authors published in this journal are responsible for the human subject data that figures 

in the research reported here. 

Those involved in editing this journal seek to be compliant with industry standards for 

data privacy, including the European Union’s General Data Protection Regulation 

(GDPR) provision for “data subject rights” that include (a) breach notification; (b) right 

of access; (c) the right to be forgotten; (d) data portability; and (e) privacy by design. 
The GDPR also allows for the recognition of “the public interest in the availability of the 

data” which has a particular saliency for those involved in maintaining, with the greatest 

integrity possible, the public record of scholarly publishing. 

 

Authorship and AI Tools 
Authors who use AI tools in the writing of a manuscript, production of images or 

graphical elements of the paper, in the collection and analysis of data, or in the 

translation, rephrasing and proofreading, must be transparent in disclosing in the Materials 

and Methods (or similar section) of the paper how the AI tool was used and which tool 

was used. Authors are fully responsible for the content of their manuscript, even those 

parts produced by an AI tool, and are thus liable for any breach of publication ethics. 

 

Copyright Notice 

Authors retain copyright for articles published in The Journal of Public Space, with first 

publication rights granted to the journal. Authors who publish with The Journal of Public 

Space agree to the following terms: 

 authors retain copyright and grant the journal right of first publication with the 

'Work' simultaneously licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution Licence 

that allows others to share the Work with an acknowledgement of the Work's 

authorship and initial publication in this journal; 

 authors are able to enter into separate, additional contractual arrangements for 

the non-exclusive distribution of the journal's published version of the 'Work' 

(e.g., post it to an institutional repository or publish it in a book), with an 

acknowledgement of its initial publication in this journal; 
 authors are permitted and encouraged to post their 'Work' online (e.g., in 

institutional repositories or on their website) prior to and during the submission 
process, as it can lead to productive exchanges, as well as earlier and greater 

citation of published Work (see The Effect of Open Access - 

http://opcit.eprints.org/oacitation-biblio.html) 
 

Distribution of printed copies 

The Journal of Public Space is an online resource. We usually do not print copies for 

authors, but we are interested to distribute printed copies to libraries and research 

institutions, upon request.  

For any further information please contact our partner Genius Saeculi at info@genius-

saeculi.com, that is in charge of printing and distribution. 
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designed structure, so as to make this a temporary hub for the local community. Such 

structure accommodated the work, rather than existing independently of the 

activations: it was the orchestration of communal situations, fostered by the students’ 

activities, that enabled its artistic message. Of course, this was not an easy process. 

Aldgate is an area of stark socioeconomic contrasts, home to a vibrant, multicultural 

community alongside corporate offices bustling with thousands of workers who are 

present only Monday to Friday. Throughout the project, students had to develop new 

strategies to engage these diverse audiences – whether by focusing on lunchtime and 

after-school periods or by adapting language to make the project more accessible. We 

even encountered antisocial behaviour at our closing event. While unpleasant, this latter 

incident underscored the fact that there is no single, cohesive “public”, and that the 

value of a project like this lies in its capacity to respond and adapt to the circumstances 

at hand. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 3. 'On Tenterground', MA Public Art and Performative Practices. London Metropolitan University. 

 

Focusing on orchestration does not mean claiming to predict people’s responses, nor 

should this attempt to do so, as this would inherently undervalue the point of 
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interaction. Rather, it highlights the live(d) experience of public art and, more broadly, 

public space: the ephemeral dimension that can be fostered but never controlled, as it 

always involves the crucial intervention of the public in order to achieve its significance. 
 

 

Enabling new Practice 

While writing this article, I am currently working on a new project –a collaboration 

with a major heritage site that itself was borne out of an initial educational partnership 

with the Masters programme. For this project, upcycling materials from the site itself, 

the aim is to create a public art sculpture activated via recorded sound: from sound art 

to spoken word and music compositions. The public will be invited to get close to key 

points in the structure, from which different sound channels will be heard. An important 

aspect of this idea is that, beyond the artwork itself in the form of the sculptural 

structure being designed, it enables in the future new sound interventions to take place 

through a range of collaborations: commissioned artists, students, schools and 

community organisations. 
Consciously referencing the London’s Fourth Plinth model of understanding a public art 

site as a rotating programme of interventions (Mayor of London website, accessed 

18/03/2025), rather than a permanent artwork, the project aims to democratise the 

idea of public art, by establishing different layers in the creative process: the initial 

realisation of the primary structure with an aesthetic reference to the site's 

architecture, and the subsequent responses by future artists and partners, activating the 

primary structure through sound projects. 

This takes me to a key point in the way I would hope public art programming may 

continue to evolve in the future, challenging the monolithic presence of permanent 

objects based on individual commissioning: if the very point of public art is that of 

opening access to the experience of art, it seems logical that such access should be 

expanded not only for the viewer, but also for the maker. This reprises Hein’s 

proposition that ‘new public art’:  

…enlists public engagement at every emergent point, seeking renewal 

throughout the creative process and the life of the work. It professes not to 

exist independently of that interaction. Effacing the (singular) artist whose 

finished creation is to be apprehended by other self-contained individuals, this 

art merges the creative act with its never-completed interpretation and 

reception. (Hein, 2006, p. 159) 

It is precisely by rotating programmes and by enabling a range of interventions in the 

same site, that, I propose, we can challenge an individualistic approach to this practice, 

so as not to limit this to the act of a singular gesture that dominates, indeed colonises, a 

public space for good.  I am of course not proposing that all permanent sculptures 

should be seen as a thing of the past, but rather that by implementing a rotational 

approach as much as possible, we can strive to make public art increasingly equitable 

and inclusive and ensure that public spaces may be as dynamic as possible in their 

affordances.  

Conversely, inclusion should be the aim when it comes to the public too. Indeed, 

contemporary public programming approaches are increasingly incorporating the public 

into their initiatives: as we have seen, from consultation to participation and co-
creation. This route is of course not always a straightforward one and may pose an 
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intrinsic dilemma in public art: as previously mentioned, to what extent should we 

consult the public in the creation of new work and to what extent should we instead 

trust in an artist’s vision and their risk-taking endeavours?  

In the previously mentioned research on Artichoke (2022), I explored this unique 

conundrum: its CEO, Helen Marriage, raised an important point about the progressive 

tendency for public art programming to emphasise the role of co-creation, which she 

questions may inadvertently undermine the artist’s unique insight and expertise. A 

balanced strategy appears to be key, therefore: one that validates the artist and the 

stakeholders, without compromising either. And because the nature of art is, once 

again, not about consensus necessarily, a rotational approach in public programming, 

integrated with the speculative emphasis proposed earlier, may provide a solution here: 

the focus should shift from looking for one voice to appease all, to allowing a multi-

vocal approach, where more creative inputs are enabled. 
 

 

Public Space Performs  

The practice of carefully observing and creatively reimagining public spaces contributes 

an understanding that public space is performance, it performs. It does so, on a 

sociological level, because it embeds social conventions in the behavioural patterns of its 

users that can be seen as performative, and, on an artistic level, because it can be 

interpreted, as a result, as an aesthetic and sensorial realm of performance. The 

examples cited in this article, from training strategies to professional works and public 

commissioning approaches, evidence the importance of implementing this principle 

across different phases of artistic development, reinforcing the idea that public art is not 

there to simply fill or decorate a space, but to activate it in its performative dialogue 

with the public. The role of education is key here: for artists, to ensure that they are 

fully aware of the implications of creating artworks for the public sphere, beyond simply 

siting work outdoors; for researchers and curators, to establish an academic context to 

the complexities of this field; and for organisations, to value the unique expertise that 

new professionals in this field may bring to their programming. 

While this approach views public art beyond mere “urban decoration”, it is important, 

however, to be mindful of the nature and of the limitations of the artistic process in the 

public realm, in order to preserve its integrity and function. As Senie reminds us (2003), 

“public art is not a substitute for urban renewal or social work, although projects may 

address or include such functions” (page not specified). Senie argues that such 

expectation is often unreasonably placed on this practice, rather than dealing with the 
deeper problems from which such issues may derive. In this sense, we need to remind 

ourselves that art is not there to necessarily provide solutions (unlike, say, urban 

design), but to contribute new experiences, raise questions and provoke thought. Nor 

can or should art necessarily please everyone: art history demonstrates quite clearly 

that the most ground-breaking art will regularly divide opinions. Yet, if an ambitious 

public art programme cannot be created purely out of consensus, this should 

nonetheless not undermine the importance of dialogue with and relevance to those 

who use the public space in which it takes place.  

In addressing these epistemological questions, whether these can be fully answered or 

not, we shift the focus, as previously mentioned, from what public space is to what it 

does: how it enables human dialogue, experiences and cultural and creative expressions. 
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If public art is not there to necessarily provide pragmatic solutions, it however has the 

potential for reacquainting ourselves with the human right to public space access and to 

the human need to congregate beyond the private dimension. In doing so, art may be 

uniquely placed to remind us of the important role that we ourselves perform in the 

public sphere: there is no public space without public; there is no public without 

individuals coming together. 
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Abstract 

The role of public space in urban resilience, particularly in disaster risk management, is 

gaining increasing recognition. Yet, with accelerating climate change and expanding 

informal settlements in the Majority World, much of city production and climate 

adaptation is done informally. This signals the need to better understand and 

operationalise community-level action so that resilience can be implemented 

respectfully through urban practices without professional designers. Identifying key 

strategies that have proven effective on the ground aims to move beyond simplistic 

interpretations of resilience and to advance a broader pursuit of social-ecological 

resilience thinking.  

Grounded in fieldwork in three cities - Tataouine (Tunisia), Nairobi (Kenya), and 

Kathmandu (Nepal) - this study explores bottom-up flood adaptation initiatives from a 

social-ecological resilience thinking perspective. Two expressions of such resilience 

thinking strategies are identified: Environmental Stewardship and Placemaking.  

These two strategies demonstrate particular potential in the resilient urban design 

discourse in three ways. First, through negotiated governance of place, they can build 

on continuous collective experimentation on the micro scale to advance local resilience. 

Second, they introduce a strategic dimension in the community-level action that bridges 
the professional urban design and individual coping mechanism gap. Finally, the strategic 

social-ecological resilience thinking allows initiatives to grow and develop transformative 

potential rather than performing only adaptive or coping actions. By identifying these 

grounded strategies for flood adaptation, the study contributes to a more nuanced and 

actionable understanding of resilience in informal and under-resourced contexts. 

 

Keywords: resilient urban design, flood adaptation, environmental stewardship, 

placemaking, public space 
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Figure 2. Vernacular water management installations in Tataouine; authors’ photography and collage. 

 

 

The vernacular practices and their transposition from the rural to urban environment 

show signs of both ES and Placemaking – through nurturing the environment, its 

responsible use, collective action, spatial transformation, and layered stakeholder 

engagement.  

 

4.2 Nairobi, Kenya   

Looking at the small stream that one can easily jump over without getting wet feet, it is 
difficult to imagine how, in April 2024, it swelled with floodwaters and took hundreds of 

lives (Oluchiri, 2025). The 2024 Kenya-Tanzania floods were swiftly followed by forced 

evictions of thousands of residents to create a 30-meter riparian ‘buffer zone’. “We died 

twice”, a local activist reflects – once in the muddy waters, and again as homes were 

razed in the name of flood protection.  

For many, this moment crystallised the fragility and the deep political disempowerment 

faced by Nairobi’s urban poor (N2, N5). The spatial inequality, rooted in colonial 

urbanism and continued through capitalist agendas, leaves one wondering what counts 

as ‘formal’ when the majority lives in ‘informality’? And who gets to decide? The fight 

for environmental and spatial justice is thus a fight for self-determination (Kimari and 

Parish, 2020). It challenges dominant narratives of progress and planning, insisting that 

environmental action is a necessity born from systemic abandonment (N6, N7, N9; 

Gilmore, 2023: 96). Underdeveloped urban drainage, encroached rivers, and missing 
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waste services make even small rains disastrous (N8, N10). While El Niño intensified 

the 2024 floods, the residents blame systemic neglect for the scale of the disaster (N4, 

N1).  

In 2022, the Nairobi Rivers Commission (NRC) was established to address these 

growing issues. Out of this came a multi-level governance framework, dividing Nairobi’s 

three rivers into 18 zones and linking NGOs, community leaders, and CBOs in a 
network. While the model signals a shift towards co-governance, it also exposes its 

limits. Zone coordinators, though central to this model, are unpaid and overstretched 

(N2, N9, N11, N12). Coordination remains fragmented, and few mechanisms exist for 

impactful collaboration or decision-making. Many community leaders refuse to 

participate, citing mistrust in the authorities and the already existing River Regeneration 

Networks (N2, N3, N5).  

In this fragile and deeply politicised context, communities along Nairobi’s rivers are 

asserting diverse forms of local agency. They clean rivers, plant trees, grow food, map 

flood risks, build playgrounds, organise events, and reinvent abandoned spaces. These 

acts of ES and Placemaking allow reasserting their right to the city and recovering from 

the traumatic events (Das, 2007). Caring for the river is both a survival strategy and a 

quiet form of resistance - creating ownership and meaning despite formal land tenure 

(N5, N6; Butcher, 2021).  

Much of this action is led by CBOs and youth groups. Hundreds of such organisations 

work along the rivers, transforming spaces and uniting the communities (N8, N12). 

These efforts go beyond coping with floods – they aim for transformative adaptation 

(Muchiri and Opiyo, 2022), addressing underlying social and political issues. Yet, as 

Trundle et al. (2019) observe, such community systems remain largely misunderstood 

and unsupported in formal planning.  

 

“After a few minutes of walking along the river, we arrive at a peculiar sight – a sharp 

border between a lush garden filled with vegetables, plants, and trees settled in organically 

cascading slopes towards the river, in stark opposition to a desert-like platform of sand 

riddled with rubbish. After approaching, I notice the platform holds several recently-planted 

saplings. (..) “On your right is the illegal ‘occupation’ by the youth groups where they plant 

vegetables. On the left, a tree-planting project by the government,” my guide explains.” 

(field notes, 2024) 

 

Such disparities (Figure 3) only deepen the mutual mistrust. The community activists 

have again and again proven their capabilities, knowledge, and motivation, yet a genuine 
consolidation of top-down and bottom-up approaches remains elusive (N9, N2). Guided 

by both feelings of responsibility towards the degraded river and an urgent need for safe 

and community-owned public spaces, these actions persist unaided to protect 

communities from recurrent floods. 

 

4.3 Kathmandu, Nepal  

From the Sithi Nakha festival celebrating water sources to the purifying rituals of 

religious traditions, rivers hold a special place in the Nepalese spiritual worldview. One 

would imagine such cultural heritage to be reflected in the modern cityscape of places 

like Kathmandu. Yet, the reality of the Bagmati River tells a different story. Pronounced 

biologically dead in 2012 (ADB, 2012), it has suffered from maladies plaguing many 
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rivers across the Majority World: pollution, industrialisation, and encroachment by 

accelerating urbanisation.  

 

 
 

Figure 3. Government-led greening project alongside illegal ‘occupations’ in Mathare; authors’ 

photography and collage. 

 

 

The murky, rank waters are an illustration of its cultural significance being gradually 

eroded (Figure 4). Not only Bagmati suffers this fate. While historically the water cycle 

has been “delicately interwoven with religious practices and feasts” (Boukalova et al., 2021), 

today the growing cities are increasingly detached from natural and cultural rhythms 

(K3). Elegantly carved stone waterspouts that historically provided drinkable water in 

neighbourhoods are now too polluted, fallen into disrepair, or disconnected from the 

natural water cycle (K3, K6). This shift in human-river relationships has been further 

expedited by the record-breaking floods that shook the country in 2024 (K10).  

Yet, care for the river has not disappeared; it adapts to new conditions and evolving 

values (Joshi, 2020). Recent years have shown many bottom-up activities emerging in 

Kathmandu. They engage in flood adaptation, ecological restoration, education on socio-

ecological challenges, community-led public space creation, and nurturing new forms of 

river culture (K6, K5, K1). The Nepal Mahila Ekata Samaj women’s group works on 

localised urban services, river regeneration, and communal infrastructure projects (K11; 

Butcher, 2021). The non-profit Nepal River Conservation Trust champions cleanup 

campaigns, advocacy efforts, river festivals, and responsible eco-tourism (K1, K5). The 

Waterkeepers initiative has assigned ‘keepers’ to five important rivers in Nepal, 

contributing to their conservation and careful use. Many more engage in tree planting, 

community park creation, waste collection and recycling, and so on (K7, K9). The 
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diversity of these initiatives forms new meanings and attachments to rivers as public 

spaces, ecological refuges, community landmarks, or recreational assets. 

Concurrently, government-led large-scale river regeneration projects have focused on 

riverbank clearance, infrastructure improvement, heritage conservation, and 

environmental restoration (HPCIDBC, 2022). However, these initiatives have fallen 

short in achieving lasting impact due to a lack of coordination, poor project 
sustainability, political inconsistency, and fragmented jurisdiction (Berg, 2025; K8, K4).  

A significant hurdle in the process has been the unsuccessful engagement of the informal 

riverine communities severely affected by the floods. While many have long called the 

riverside home, social segregation, distrust, and denigrating language used towards them 

all reveal the roots of difficulties to collaboration (K2). Nevertheless, the residents have 

been increasingly active in adapting to floods at the household and neighbourhood levels 

(Dangol and Day, 2017), in addition to positioning themselves as river custodians (K11; 

Butcher, 2021).  

 

 
 

Figure 4. Conflicting perceptions of the Bagmati river; photography from Signe Berg with permission, 

authors’ collage. 

 

 

Such a strong emergence of collective action in the face of stagnant official initiatives 

shows that there is room for negotiated ownership of flood risk management and 

riparian space use. New collaborations, funding opportunities, and evolving legislation 

on environmental protection signal willingness and recognition of shared stewardship 

responsibility (K6, K8). 
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“As [anonymised interviewee] describes the event, I feel deeply moved. They say over one 

hundred thousand people gathered that day on the banks of the river, holding hands in a 

continuous human chain, showing their care, their dedication, their stance. The event of 

2015 marked the 100th week of the riparian cleaning campaign and brought together 

people in a celebration of the river and their own efforts to protect it. The river is not 

forgotten.” (field notes, 2025) 

 

 

5. Results  

The collected data was coded and analysed in a step-wise process (Goulding, 1999). The 

open coding stage revealed three important aspects of community-led actions:  

- The encountered initiatives consistently addressed not only flood protection, 

but also other needs of the community. This highlighted the relevance of 

studying the particular Actions the groups chose to implement.  

- While mostly organised by community groups, a wide range of stakeholders was 

involved. This attests to the need and willingness to seek out expertise even in 

small-scale community projects. The complex actor-network analysis was 

omitted from this paper.  

- Finally, even within the groups, the Motivations of members differed. A 

particular focus was put on linking the identified Motivations and Actions. 

Thus, the analysis was narrowed down to the main Actions and Motivations (Figure 5).  
 

 

 
 

Figure 5. Analysis excerpt of observed Actions and Motivations; authors’ visuals. 
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Axial coding revealed two distinct clusters of interconnected concepts.  

Finally, the core concepts of the two clusters were identified during the selective coding 

phase and compared to established academic literature. The first was identified as 

Environmental Stewardship (Bennett et al., 2018). It refers to the care and responsibility 

towards the river and emerged as flood adaptation through ecological, infrastructural, 
and governance means. The second was identified as Placemaking (Hes et al., 2020) that 

refers to needs community-oriented for public spaces. This manifested as flood 

adaptation related to space transformation, education, agency-building, arts, and cultural 

activities.  

The two concepts are detailed in the subsequent sections to understand their role in 

bottom-up flood adaptation and SER thinking (Figure 6). The analysis follows the three 

main components of the SER thinking framework (Persistence, Adaptability, and 

Transformability) by Folke et al. (2010), overlayed by the themes linking SER, urban 

resilience, and resilient urban design (Diversity, Social capital, Innovation, and Learning), 

identified by Quigley et al. (2018). The assertations are made based on the Actions and 

Motivations expressed by the respondents (group members and area residents).  

 

 

 
 

Figure 6. Overview of the data collection and analysis process; authors’ visuals. 

 

 

5.1 ES in SER Thinking   

Research shows how self-organised environmental action can be sustained long-term 

(Seebauer et al., 2019) and gradually accumulate capacity and knowledge (Murphy et al., 

2019), revealing the Persistence of such action. The intergenerational learning and 

collective efforts of the farmers in Tataouine illustrate the incremental evolution of 
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everyday practices that build up the adaptive capacity. Similarly, in Kathmandu, the civil 

society-organised weekly river clean-ups have been going strong for more than a 

decade. Environmentally motivated, such actions also contribute to community building 

and raising awareness. They have direct impacts on the physical environment on 

different time scales – from the immediate improvements to the long-term ecological 

and societal impacts.  

The bottom-up and locally attuned roots of ES reflect its Adaptability. In Nairobi, by 

banding together, local actors tap into the common adaptive capacity and social capital 

to build on it. Combining informal River Networks and official multi-level governance 

systems links diverse stakeholders and creates overlaps in governance. This can expand 

the field of responses to different spatial and temporal scales (Eakin et al., 2025). While 

numerous community-level organisations engage directly with riparian spaces, ES here is 

also a tool of resistance and agency-building, e.g. implementing nature-based solutions, 

yet labelling them as ‘occupations.’  

These ‘occupations’ alongside other small-scale innovative solutions (e.g. Tiny Forests in 

Kathmandu) promote Transformability. Using crises as opportunities for new 

endeavours, groups self-organise to take ownership of river spaces, co-manage them, 

and co-design solutions despite the negotiated tenure and possible threats. Light and 

reactive experimentation can facilitate emergent behaviours in a ‘safe-to-fail’ 

environment (Ahern 2011) and lead to gradual change to new states of equilibrium.  

The observed ES initiatives show a strong link to SER thinking on all three main aspects 

of the framework. They also align with Innovation (experimentation, small-scale 

intervention), Social capital (collective action, local leadership), and Learning (adaptive 

capacity) components of SER in urban design (Quigley et al., 2018). 

 

5.2 Placemaking in SER Thinking  
Persistence might seem contradictory to placemaking’s motto ‘lighter, quicker, cheaper’, 

yet, through community-building and raised awareness, placemaking initiatives present 

long-term impacts. In Kathmandu, it responds to cultural shifts in human-nature 

relationships. As the historic links with rivers fade, local organisations explore new 

avenues, like recreation, to allow people to experience, learn, and reconnect with 

nature. Shifting perceptions can develop new types of stewardship (Enqvist et al., 2019) 

that will, in the long term, build ownership and promote ecological actions. In 

Tataouine, the perception of water and the connected infrastructure as common goods 

create community ownership and useful overlaps in local governance. This contributes 

to the Persistence of the system and opens to a reflection on multiple spatial scales – 

individual, communal, and watershed.  

Placemaking also contributes to Adaptability. Community groups across Nairobi and 

Kathmandu make deliberate efforts to work on education, knowledge sharing, and 

dissemination of community stories (Muchiri and Opiyo, 2022). Such educational 

activities, especially geared towards children and youth, increase their engagement, 

learning, and social capital (Cordero-Vinueza and Viese, 2025). Youths in Nairobi 

reclaim the riverbanks through communal projects as a means for livelihoods and 

political action. The importance of the historic narrative reflected in Nairobi’s activism 

also permeates the motivations behind the Bagmati River Festival. It builds a common 

narrative promoting collective action for physical change to protect river environments.  
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The trial-and-error format common to placemaking increases the Transformability of 

the SES through innovation (Wu and Wu, 2013). Many initiatives start small – say, as a 

simple drainage project, evolving into a riverside walkway, and growing into a 

community park with playgrounds, kitchen gardens, and tree nurseries. Through this 

incremental process of learning by doing, social links and capacity are built for future 

crisis response and transformation (Ahern, 2011). In Kathmandu, river cleaners partner 
with community groups to collect plastic waste and reuse it in crafts.  

Throughout the cases, insights from respondents link their Placemaking activities to the 

different aspects of SER thinking. They reflect the Diversity (of actions, actors, and 

scales), Social capital (networks, collaboration, memory), and Learning (iterative design) 

dimensions of SER in urban design.  

 

 

6. Discussion  

Similar to Bhan (2019) proposing modes of Southern urban practices to theorise on-

the-ground action, this study proposes ES and Placemaking as two strategies of SER 

thinking in bottom-up flood adaptation. The following sections connect these strategies 

to the larger discourse on local resilience, adaptation scales, and self-help action. 

 

6.1 Micro-Scale of Intervention   

Informal production of urban design is an underexplored field (Dovey, 2020) that can 

either enhance or undermine urban resilience (Eakin et al., 2025). Strategies linking 

formal and informal practices are important for mosaic governance in the Majority 

World, which remains underexplored (Rivero-Villar and Vieyra Medrano, 2022). 

Looking at flood adaptation from ES and Placemaking perspectives reveals local 

implementation of SER thinking in the overlooked micro-scale of bottom-up 

intervention.  

Both strategies are rooted in place – through care for the natural environment or 

efforts in space transformation. They reflect the focus on locality combined with a 

global reflection, crucial for the SER approach (Wilkinson, 2012). Through tangible, 

human-scale experimentation, they show the significant impact that small groups can 

have in resilience efforts (Adger, 2000) and social change (Folke et al., 2010). Through 

negotiated governance of place, ES and Placemaking can build on continuous collective 

experimentation in the micro scale of urban design towards local resilience (Lazarevic et 

al., 2018).  

 
6.2 Localising Resilience  

The idea of urban resilience has become widely accepted, despite its many critiques 

(Beilin and Wilkinson, 2015). Yet, it remains a largely ‘fuzzy’ concept (Ragin, 2000) with 

unclear benchmarks of what ‘achieving’ it means in practice, and a “very costly public 

good” (Adger et al., 2009) to implement. Nevertheless, its wide acceptance provides an 

opportunity, as strong willingness emerges from bottom-up initiatives to contribute to 

local resilience and adaptation (Thaler and Seebauer, 2019).  

Numerous resilience frameworks exist for academic theorisation or professional city-

wide assessment (Lazarevic et al., 2018). Yet little information is available for 

community-level strategies that go beyond disconnected coping actions. Thus, ES and 

Placemaking present themselves as useful tools to fill this gap of strategic thinking at the 
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community action level. Gearey (2018) notes that understandings of sustainability have 

to emerge from local meanings, and such place-based strategies can significantly 

contribute to this (Enqvist et al., 2019). 

 

6.3 Romanticising Self-Help  

Despite the benefits of community-level action in disaster risk management, it also faces 

significant challenges. Alone, it can also be maladaptive, exclusionary, and reactive rather 

than forward-thinking (Schaer, 2015; Burgess, 1985; Coates, 2015). Systemic issues such 

as under-resourced CBOs, precarious land tenure, subjective prioritisation, and 

competition for limited resources often undermine long-term benefits (Schaer, 2015; 

Mulligan et al., 2020; Adger et al., 2009). Promotion of self-help risks romanticising it 

and inadvertently delegating government obligations to underprivileged communities, as 

it cannot replace missing urban services (Beilin and Wilkinson, 2015).  

ES and Placemaking are promising strategies that can start small, out of community 

needs, and grow into multistakeholder mechanisms over time (Murphy et al., 2019) as 

groups gain agency and influence. As Quigley et al. (2018) point out, grassroots action 

can lack the scope and coordination for lasting change. Thus, strategies that have 

proven their Persistence, ability to evolve, accumulated adaptive capacity, and agency-

building can shift the CBO-action scope from adaptive to transformative (Adger et al., 

2009; Fedele et al., 2019).  

 

6.4 Limitations  

The chosen research focus and methods imposed several limitations. The deliberate use 

of ethnographic fieldwork and qualitative design to generate rich, contextualised 

descriptions limited the number of study sites. The high number of active initiatives 

guided the narrow scope of the study: informal, bottom-up, flood adaptations in public 
space. This purposeful trade-off means the findings illustrate SER thinking but do not 

estimate prevalence, efficiency, or long-term outcomes. Future mixed-methods or 

larger-scale work could further the exploration and evaluation of SER thinking in 

practice.  

 

 

7. Conclusions   

The analysis of bottom-up flood adaptation initiatives from 3 cities (Tataouine, Nairobi, 

Kathmandu) identifies Environmental Stewardship (ES) and Placemaking as compelling 

strategies that reflect social-ecological resilience (SER) thinking and align with the SER 

agenda in urban design.  

The theoretical approach addresses 3 recent shifts in urban design: the increasing focus 

on resilience, the growing attention to community-level action in adaptation, and the 

‘Southern turn’ in theorisation. These shifts highlight the need to better understand and 

operationalise informal bottom-up action, to explore how resilience is implemented in 

urban practices without professional designers. Identifying effective on-the-ground 

strategies aims to move beyond simplistic interpretations of resilience and to advance a 

broader pursuit of SER thinking.  

Studying ES and Placemaking in the bottom-up urban design context demonstrates their 

potential in the resilient urban design discourse in three ways. First, through negotiated 

governance of place, they can build on continuous collective experimentation in the 
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micro scale of urban design to advance local resilience. Second, they introduce a 

strategic dimension in the community-level action that bridges the professional urban 

design and individual coping mechanism gap. Finally, the strategic SER thinking allows 

such initiatives to grow over time and develop transformative potential rather than 

performing only adaptive or coping actions. 

The identified strategies – ES and Placemaking – are by no means exhaustive or fixed. 
More research into their implementation is necessary to evaluate their contributions to 

resilient urban design. While Placemaking is already heavily researched and promoted, 

with clear implementation and best-practice guides, ES is still new in the urban design 

field. Both strategies are innovative in the context of flood adaptation and require 

additional exploration. Further research is also needed on the capacity of these 

strategies for transformative adaptation, addressing underlying social issues and 

inequalities. This could be done by conducting longitudinal studies on emerging 

initiatives, like the ‘Adopt a river’ or similar concepts, currently gaining popularity.  

 

 

Acknowledgement 

This project is a part of the PEARLS initiative (“Studying communities of knowledge and 

practice on people-centred and resilient spaces related to urban rivers”). The fieldwork 

has been conducted in collaboration with SDI-Kenya, Muungano wa Wanajij, OEcumene 

Spaces for Dignity, and the Centre for Integrated Urban Development (CIUD).  

 

 

References 
ACHPR (2017). Res 372, 2017. Resolution on the Protection of Sacred Natural Sites and Territories. 

Adger, W. N. (2000). Social and ecological resilience: are they related?. Progress in Human 

Geography, Volume 24, p. 347–364. 

Adger, W. N. et al. (2009). Are there social limits to adaptation to climate change?. Climatic 

Change, Volume 93, p. 335–354. 

Ahern, J. (2011). From fail-safe to safe-to-fail: Sustainability and resilience in the new urban world. 

Landscape and Urban Planning, Volume 100, p. 341–343. 

Alonso-Vazquez, M., Packer, J., Fairley, S. & Hughes, K. (2019). The role of place attachment and 

festival attachment in influencing attendees’ environmentally responsible behaviours at 

music festivals. Tourism Recreation Research, Volume 44, p. 91–102. 

Aouissi, J., Nsiri, I. & Ahmed, A. (2024). Evaluation of flood risk in an arid region of southern 

Tunisia: Coupling hydrological and hydraulic modeling. Moroccan Journal of Agricultural 

Sciences, Volume 5, p. 118–129. 

ABD (Asian Development Bank) (2012). Bagmati River Basin Improvement Project. 

Beilin, R. & Wilkinson, C., 2015. Introduction: Governing for urban resilience. Urban Studies, 

Volume 52, p. 1205–1217. 

Ben Othmane Hamrouni, I. & Wanas, O. (2020). Placemaking for Coexistence: Child and 

Community Friendly Space. The Journal of Public Space, Volume 5, p. 277–289. 

Bennett, N. J. et al. (2018). Environmental Stewardship: A Conceptual Review and Analytical 

Framework. Environmental Management, Volume 61, p. 597–614. 

Berg, S., 2025. Participatory Design Strategies for the Restoration and Sustainable Conservation of the 

Bagmati River in Kathmandu: A Cultural and Social Integration Approach, Master's Thesis. 

Bhan, G. (2019). Notes on a Southern urban practice. Environment and Urbanization, Volume 31, 

p. 639–654. 



 
Environmental Stewardship and Placemaking 
 
 

 

42  |  The Journal of Public Space, 10(2), 2025 |  ISSN 2206-9658 

City Space Architecture / UN-Habitat 

Boukalova, Z., Těšitel, J. & Gurung, B. D. (2021). Living with floods and land management strategies 

in Nepal, Budapest University of Technology and Economics. 

Bramston, P., Pretty, G. & Zammit, C. (2011). Assessing Environmental Stewardship Motivation. 

Environment and Behavior, Volume 43, p. 776–788. 

Buijs, A. E. et al. (2016). Active citizenship for urban green infrastructure: fostering the diversity 

and dynamics of citizen contributions through mosaic governance. Current Opinion in 

Environmental Sustainability, Volume 22, p. 1–6. 

Burgess, R. (1985). The Limits of State Self–Help Housing Programmes. Development and Change, 

Volume 16, p. 271–312. 

Butcher, S. (2021). Differentiated Citizenship: The Everyday Politics of the Urban Poor in 

Kathmandu, Nepal. International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, Volume 45, p. 948–

963. 

Cerwonka, A. & Malkki, L. H. (2007). Improvising Theory: Process and Temporality in Ethnographic 

Fieldwork. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Coates, T. (2015). Understanding local community construction through flooding: the ‘conscious 

community’ and the possibilities for locally based communal action. Geo: Geography and 

Environment, Volume 2, p. 55–68. 

Cordero-Vinueza, V. A. & Viese, V. (2025). Youth in Placemaking: Barriers and Benefits. Lessons 

from Cuenca, Bandung, and Envigado. The Journal of Public Space, Volume 10, p. 83–106.  

Dangol, N. & Carrasco, S. (2019). Residents’ self-initiatives for flood adaptation in informal 

riverbank settlements of Kathmandu. International Journal of Disaster Risk Reduction, Volume 

40. 

Dangol, N. & Day, J. (2017). Flood adaptation by informal settlers in Kathmandu and their fear of 

eviction. International Journal of Safety and Security Engineering, Volume 7, p. 147–156. 

Das, V. (2007). The Event and the Everyday. In: Life and Words. Berkeley: University of California 

Press, p. 1–17. 

Deppisch, S. & Hasibovic, S. (2013). Social-ecological resilience thinking as a bridging concept in 

transdisciplinary research on climate-change adaptation. Natural Hazards, Volume 67, p. 

117–127. 

Diep, L. et al. (2022). Co-building trust in urban nature: Learning from participatory design and 

construction of Nature-Based Solutions in informal settlements in East Africa. Frontiers in 

Sustainable Cities, Volume 4. 

Dittrich, R., Wreford, A., Butler, A. & Moran, D. (2016). The impact of flood action groups on 

the uptake of flood management measures. Climatic Change, Volume 138, p. 471–489. 

Dovey, K. (2020). Urban design as a contested field. Journal of Urban Design, Volume 25, p. 14–16. 

Duggan, J., Cvitanovic, C. & van Putten, I., 2023. Measuring sense of place in social-ecological 

systems: a review of literature and future research needs. Ecosystems and People, Volume 

19. 

Eakin, H. et al. (2025). Negotiating informality and urban resilience: implications for equity. Ecology 

and Society, Volume 30. 

Ellery, P. J., Ellery, J. & Borkowsky, M. (2021). Toward a Theoretical Understanding of Placemaking. 

International Journal of Community Well-Being, Volume 4, p. 55–76. 

Enqvist, J. P., Campbell, L. K., Stedman, R. C. & Svendsen, E. S. (2019). Place meanings on the 

urban waterfront: a typology of stewardships. Sustainability Science, Volume 14, p. 589–

605. 

Fedele, G. et al. (2019). Transformative adaptation to climate change for sustainable social-

ecological systems. Environmental Science & Policy, Volume 101, p. 116–125. 

Folke, C. et al. (2010). Resilience Thinking: Integrating Resilience, Adaptability and 

Transformability. Ecology and Society, Volume 15. 

Adaptive governance by community based organisations: Community resilience initiatives during 

Covid-19 in Mathare, Nairobi. Sustainable Development, Volume 32, p. 1471–1482. 



 

Vija Viese, Peter Andreas Gotsch 

 
 

 

The Journal of Public Space, 10(2), 2025  |  ISSN 2206-9658  |  43 

City Space Architecture / UN-Habitat 

Fujii, L. A. (2015). Five stories of accidental ethnography: turning unplanned moments in the field 

into data. Qualitative Research, Volume 15, p. 525–539. 

Gearey, M. (2018). Tales from the riverside: What community stories can tell us about sustainable 

water resources management practices. Sustainable Development, Volume 26, p. 132–140. 

Geaves, L. H. & Penning-Rowsell, E. C. (2015). 'Contractual' and 'cooperative' civic engagement: 

The emergence and roles of 'flood action groups' in England and Wales. Ambio, Volume 

44, p. 440–451. 

Gilmore, R. W. (2023). Abolition geography. London: Verso. 

Gottwald, S. & Stedman, R. C., 2020. Preserving ones meaningful place or not? Understanding 

environmental stewardship behaviour in river landscapes. Landscape and Urban Planning, 

Volume 198. 

Goulding, C. (1999). Grounded Theory: some reflections on paradigm, procedures and misconceptions, 

University of Wolverhampton. 

Grewal, S. (2019). Military Defection During Localized Protests: The Case of Tataouine. 

International Studies Quarterly, Volume 63, p. 259–269. 

Haque, A. N. (2021). Climate risk responses and the urban poor in the global South: the case of 

Dhaka's flood risk in the low-income settlements. International Journal of Disaster Risk 

Reduction, Volume 64. 

Hernández García, J. (2013). Public space in informal settlements: the barrios of Bogotá. Newcastle 

upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing. 

Hes, D., Mateo-Babiano, I. & Lee, G. (2020). Fundamentals of Placemaking for the Built 

Environment: An Introduction. In: D. Hes & C. Hernandez-Santin, eds. Placemaking 

Fundamentals for the Built Environment. Singapore: Springer, p. 1–13. 

HPCIDBC (High Powered Committee for Integrated Development of the Bagmati Civilization) 

(2022). Final Report for Preparation of Bagmati Action Plan. 

Joshi, S. (2020). Critical Caring of Bagmati River. City Observer, Volume 6, p. 100-113. 

Khiari, N. (2024). L'habitat Informel en Tunisie : Un Levier d'Integration Sociale et de Resilience 

Face a la Crise du Logement. Ziglôbitha. 

Kimari, W. & Parish, J. (2020). What is a river? A transnational meditation on the colonial city, 

abolition ecologies and the future of geography. Urban Geography, Volume 41, p. 643–656. 

Koliou, M. et al. (2020). State of the research in community resilience: progress and challenges. 

Sustainable and Resilient Infrastructure, Volume 5, p. 131–151.  

Lamb, Z. B. & Vale, L. J. (2024). The Equitably Resilient City: Solidarities and Struggles in the 

Face of Climate Crisis. The MIT Press.  

Lazarevic, E. V., Kekovic, Z. & Antonic, B. (2018). In search of the principles of resilient urban 

design: Implementability of the principles in the case of the cities in Serbia. Energy and 

Buildings, Volume 158, p. 1130–1138. 

Li, Q. & Lin, Y. (2023). How Can Community-Based Organizations Improve Flood Risk 

Communication? A Case Study of China Based on Grounded Theory. Systems, Volume 

11, p. 53. 

Lizarralde, G., Chmutina, K., Bosher, L. & Dainty, A. (2015). Sustainability and resilience in the 

built environment: The challenges of establishing a turquoise agenda in the UK. Sustainable 

Cities and Society, Volume 15, p. 96–104. 

Madanipour, A. (1997). Ambiguities of urban design. Town planning review, Volume 68, p. 363. 

Mateo-Babiano, I., & Lee, G. (2020) ‘People in Place: Placemaking Fundamentals’, in D. Hes, & C. 

Hernandez-Santin (eds.) Placemaking Fundamentals for the Built Environment. 

Singapore: Springer, pp. 15–38. 

Matos Silva, M. & Costa, J. P. (2016). Flood Adaptation Measures Applicable in the Design of Urban 

Public Spaces: Proposal for a Conceptual Framework. Water, July, Volume 8, p. 284. 



 
Environmental Stewardship and Placemaking 
 
 

 

44  |  The Journal of Public Space, 10(2), 2025 |  ISSN 2206-9658 

City Space Architecture / UN-Habitat 

Matos Silva, M. & Costa, J. P. (2018). Urban Floods and Climate Change Adaptation: The Potential 

of Public Space Design When Accommodating Natural Processes. Water, Volume 10, p. 

180. 

McEwen, L. et al. (2017). Sustainable flood memories, lay knowledges and the development of 

community resilience to future flood risk. Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, 

Volume 42, p. 14–28. 

McEwen, L., Gorell Barnes, L., Phillips, K. & Biggs, I. (2020). Reweaving urban water-community 

relations: Creative, participatory river “daylighting” and local hydrocitizenship. 

Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, Volume 45, p. 779–801. 

Mcfarlane, C. (2010). The Comparative City: Knowledge, Learning, Urbanism. International Journal 

of Urban and Regional Research, Volume 34, p. 725–742. 

Muchiri, C. N. & Opiyo, R. O. (2022). Community adaptation strategies in Nairobi informal 

settlements: Lessons from Korogocho, Nairobi-Kenya. Frontiers in Sustainable Cities, 

Volume 4. 

Mulligan, J. et al. (2020). Hybrid infrastructures, hybrid governance: New evidence from Nairobi 

(Kenya) on green-blue-grey infrastructure in informal settlements. Anthropocene, Volume 

29. 

Mulligan, J. et al. (2017). Community-responsive adaptation to flooding in Kibera, Kenya. 

Proceedings of the Institution of Civil Engineers - Engineering Sustainability, Volume 170, p. 268–

280. 

Murphy, A., Enqvist, J. P. & Tengö, M. (2019). Place-making to transform urban social–ecological 

systems: insights from the stewardship of urban lakes in Bangalore, India. Sustainability 

Science, Volume 14, p. 607–623. 

Nye, M., Tapsell, S. & Twigger‐Ross, C. (2011). New social directions in UK flood risk 

management: moving towards flood risk citizenship?. Journal of Flood Risk Management, 

Volume 4, p. 288–297. 

Oluchiri, S. O. (2025). Urban Flooding in the Cities of Kisumu, Mombasa, and Nairobi, Kenya: 

Causes, Vulnerability Factors, and Management. African Journal of Empirical Research, 

February, Volume 6, p. 342–351. 

Palazzo, E. (2018). From water sensitive to floodable: defining adaptive urban design for water 

resilient cities. Journal of Urban Design, Volume 24, p. 137–157. 

Patton, M. Q. (2002). Qualitative Research & Evaluation Methods. 3. ed., Sage. 

Pinson, G., 2024. Odious Comparisons in Urban Studies: A Plea for Comparative Monographs. 

In: P. L. Galès & J. Robinson, eds. The Routledge Handbook of Comparative Global Urban 

Studies. Routledge, pp. 232-245. 

Quigley, M., Blair, N. & Davison, K. (2018). Articulating a social-ecological resilience agenda for 

urban design. Journal of Urban Design, Volume 23, p. 581–602. 

Ragin, C. C. (2000). Fuzzy-Set Social Science. University of Chicago Press. 

Ragin, C. C. (2014). The Comparative Method: Moving Beyond Qualitative and Quantitative Strategies. 

Univ of California Press. 

Randolph, G. F. & Storper, M. (2023). Is urbanisation in the Global South fundamentally different? 

Comparative global urban analysis for the 21st century. Urban Studies, Volume 60, p. 3–

25. 

Revi, A. et al. (2014). Urban Areas. In: Climate Change 2014: Impacts, Adaptation, and Vulnerability. 

Part A: Global and Sectoral Aspects. Contribution of Working Group II to the Fifth Assessment 

Report of the IPCC. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, United Kingdom and New 

York, USA, pp. 535-612. 

Rivero-Villar, A. & Vieyra Medrano, A. (2022). Governance for urban resilience in popular 

settlements in developing countries: a case-study review. Climate and Development, March, 

Volume 14, p. 208–221. 



 

Vija Viese, Peter Andreas Gotsch 

 
 

 

The Journal of Public Space, 10(2), 2025  |  ISSN 2206-9658  |  45 

City Space Architecture / UN-Habitat 

Roy, A. (2005). Urban Informality: Toward an Epistemology of Planning. Journal of the American 

Planning Association, Volume 71, p. 147–158. 

Satterthwaite, D. et al. (2020). Building Resilience to Climate Change in Informal Settlements. One 

Earth, Volume 2, p. 143–156. 

Scaini, A. et al. (2024). Pathways from research to sustainable development: Insights from ten 

research projects in sustainability and resilience. Ambio. 

Schaer, C. (2015). Condemned to live with one’s feet in water? A case study of community based 

strategies and urban maladaptation in flood prone Pikine/Dakar, Senegal. International 

Journal of Climate Change Strategies and Management, Volume 7, p. 534–551. 

Seebauer, S. & Babcicky, P. (2018). Trust and the communication of flood risks: comparing the 

roles of local governments, volunteers in emergency services, and neighbours. Journal of 

Flood Risk Management, Volume 11, p. 305–316. 

Seebauer, S., Ortner, S., Babcicky, P. & Thaler, T. (2019). Bottom-up citizen initiatives as emergent 

actors in flood risk management: Mapping roles, relations and limitations. Journal of Flood 

Risk Management, Volume 12. 

Shafiei Dastjerdi, M., Lak, A., Ghaffari, A. & Sharifi, A. (2021). A conceptual framework for resilient 

place assessment based on spatial resilience approach: An integrative review. Urban 

Climate, Volume 36. 

Strydom, W., Puren, K. & Drewes, E. (2018). Exploring theoretical trends in placemaking: towards 

new perspectives in spatial planning. Journal of Place Management and Development, Volume 

11, p. 165–180. 

Thaler, T. & Seebauer, S. (2019). Bottom-up citizen initiatives in natural hazard management: Why 

they appear and what they can do?. Environmental Science & Policy, Volume 94, p. 101–111. 

Trundle, A., Barth, B. & Mcevoy, D. (2019). Leveraging endogenous climate resilience: urban 

adaptation in Pacific Small Island Developing States. Environment and Urbanization, Volume 

31, p. 53–74. 

UNDRR (2020). The human cost of disasters: an overview of the last 20 years (2000-2019). 

Wagle, P. & Philip, K. (2022). Climate justice is social justice: articulating people’s rights to the 

city in Mumbai. Environment and Urbanization, Volume 34, p. 331–348. 

Wanas, O. & Arbi, T. E. (2023). A Continuum of Time and Space: Community Design of Runoff 

Water-harvesting Systems in Chenini, Tataouine, African Journal of Landscape Architecture. 

Weichselgartner, J. & Kelman, I. (2014). Challenges and opportunities for building urban resilience. 

A/Z ITU Journal of the Faculty of Architecture, Volume 11, p. 20–35. 

Wilkinson, C. (2012). Social-ecological resilience: Insights and issues for planning theory. Planning 

Theory, Volume 11, p. 148–169. 

Wu, J. & Wu, T. (2013). Ecological Resilience as a Foundation for Urban Design and Sustainability. 

In: S. T. A. Pickett, M. L. Cadenasso & B. McGrath, eds. Resilience in Ecology and Urban 

Design. Dordrecht: Springer Netherlands, p. 211–229. 

Yiftachel, O. & Mammon, N. eds. (2022). theoriSE: debating the southeastern turn in urban theories. 

African Centre for Cities. 

Zamenopoulos, T. & Alexiou, K. (2018). Co-design As Collaborative Research. Bristol: Bristol 

University/AHRC Connected Communities Programme. 

Ziervogel, G. et al. (2017). Inserting rights and justice into urban resilience: a focus on everyday 

risk. Environment and Urbanization, Volume 29, p. 123–138. 

 
  



 
Environmental Stewardship and Placemaking 
 
 

 

46  |  The Journal of Public Space, 10(2), 2025 |  ISSN 2206-9658 

City Space Architecture / UN-Habitat 

   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     

 

 

 

 

Kathmandu, Nepal.  

Site survey by the author Vija Viese (2026). 



https://www.journalpublicspace.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/






















































http://www.cnnic.com.cn/IDR/ReportDownloads/202505/P020250514564119130448.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1145/3530683


https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-51812-7_321-1


http://www.stats.gov.cn/sj/sjjd/202601/t20260119_1962338.html
https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/cknbX3u16zZ3huMAxdUDyA
https://data.weibo.com/report/reportDetail?id=473
https://doi.org/10.18639/MERJ.2025.9900110


 

 

The Journal of Public Space 
ISSN 2206-9658  

2025  |  Vol. 10  n. 2 

https://www.journalpublicspace.org  

 

ISSN 2206-9658  |  77 

City Space Architecture / UN-Habitat 

 
 
 

Public Space, Facadism and Other Illusions. 
Scuola Grande di San Marco in Venice 
 

Ana Morcillo Pallares, Julia McMorrough, Jonathan Rule, John McMorrough 
University of Michigan, United States of America 

anmorcil@umich.edu  |  juliamcm@umich.edu  |  jonrule@umich.edu  |  jdmii@umich.edu 

 

 

Abstract 

The controversial, complex and asymmetrical composition of the facade of Scuola 

Grande di San Marco in Venice constitutes an anomaly for its time. In contrast with the 

traditional practice of the Renaissance, the Scuola’s elaborate shell was built at the same 

time as rebuilding the structure which was damaged in a fire in 1485. This unusual and 

speedy decision indicated the key importance of the Scuola’s staging and its role in 

Venice’s public life in the Quattrocento.  An opportunity to explore a historical case 

example which portrays not only the reconstruction of a confraternity but the re-

imagination of a wealthy institution in a contested public space. A politically-charged 

urban presence which went beyond the richness and physical limitations of its 

architecture but shed light on a renovated urban presence that boosted civic identity, 

social stability, and the city's elite, mercantile-driven economy. This paper uses formal 

analysis and XR technology to help understand an unconventional design of a facade by 

the architect Pietro Lombardo. A masterful piece of pictorial illusionism that was ahead 

of its time. A virtual space that, rather than functioning only as a scenographic device, 

portrayed a deep complex spatial and perceptual dynamic. 

 

Keywords: illusion, virtual space, Quattrocento, depth, perception 
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1. Introduction 

Space, like all resources, is subject to scarcity. And in those circumstances where it is 

impossible to overcome the zero-sum limitations, a range of means has developed by 

which this constraint has been exceeded, if not physically, as in the case example of 

Scuola Grande di San Marco in Venice, then at least perceptually. Such techniques are 

not only matters of artistic concerns of optical sleights of hand but a series of ingenious 

mechanisms of architectural space, which constitute a genealogy of space and its 

substitute. As an example of this, the opportunity to bring back to life a new facade for 

the Scuola Grande di San Marco in Venice, after being destroyed by a fire in the late 

1400’s, marked a milestone in the integration of real architectural elements (physical 

artifacts) and virtual effect (perspectival illusion). An overlapping of real physical 

elements and implied which achieved the simulation of three-dimensional depth by using 

the limitation of a two-dimensional plane. 

The Scuola Grande di San Marco was part of a network of confraternities, or 

brotherhoods, founded as devotional institutions. These ‘Big Schools’ were 

organizations with the collective purpose of being involved in all sources of charitable, 

religious, political and social activities in the city. In the fifteenth century, the Venetian 

society hosted more than two hundred of these scuole, among which six were scuole 

grandi. A Scuola Grande played a vital role in providing social safety networks for its elite 

members and wealthy families through mutual aid. This helped maintain a social 

cohesion among the merchant class, which was crucial for the economic stability of 

Venetian society during its peak dominance. As a result, these buildings were the 

perfect canvases to display art and wealth of the time (Perry, 1993). Their activities 

grew beyond the boundaries of their private buildings by encompassing a stronger urban 

presence in the format of processions, sponsoring festivities, distribution of money, 

food and clothing to poorer members, provision of dowries to daughters, burial of 
paupers, and supervision of hospitals (Chambers, 1970). Venice’s major religious events 

and processions, as well as military victories, political strategies and alliances were 

celebrated by the fraternity members and presented in the public spaces in front of 

their large scuole.  A fact which undoubtedly led these buildings to become far from 

dormant built interfaces, active actors in serving a critical role in the complex political, 

religious and symbolic content of Venetian Renaissance at the time (Smith, 2018). 

Today, the liberation of space for public use in a contested and densified urban setting 

as Venice, reinforces the key institutional weight of the scuole and their importance for 

the city’s public logistics. The generous size of the piazzas next to these scuole 

consequently had a direct influence towards public accessibility, practices of civic or 

community participation, inclusivity, cultural democracy and the significance of the social 

impact on perceptions of sacred and civic space. In the case of the Scuola di San Marco, 

named after the primary patron saint of Venice, it owned a privileged urban setting at 

the Campo Santi Giovanni e Paolo, one of the largest piazzas in the city, holding two 

main assets.  

On the one hand, it reinvented the orientation of Scuola’s main facade towards the 

south piazza. This guaranteed a permanent sunlight marble facade that amplified the 

power dynamics and presence of the institution. A strategic location perpendicular to 

the canal, Rio Mendicanti, and the predominant Basilica del Santi Giovanni e Paolo, one 

of the biggest churches in the city, allowed the facade to act as a giant billboard and play 

an active role in the public realm. This placement intensified an unexpected visual 
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prominence of the building that already started in aquatic surroundings, not from the 

piazza. In a crowded and narrow context of the Venetian canals, it is easy to imagine the 

impact of a theatrical effect. An urban void with the potential to transform the 

perception of the facade, filled with exuberant details, that reflected the sunlight in its 

colourful marbles and intricate reliefs (Figures 1 and 2).  

On the other hand, the asymmetry in which the facade was presented, contrary to the 
traditional standards of Renaissance, contributed surprisingly to expose the 

programmatic interior to the exterior. In a closer look at its reliefs and details, the 

facade was instrumental in bringing together different actors to debate and think about 

the changes to come. Only decolonizing the way spatial hierarchy was traditionally 

achieved, democratizing decisions through larger networks of cooperation, as these 

confraternities did, created a framework to produce something new1. In a new social 

safety institution, it was possible to create a framework where the idea of recreating a 

virtual interior to ensure sustainable access for those in need could be a reality. 

Therefore, this was a different architecture as the result of a collective intelligence, an 

architecture at the service of the health of the citizens which portrayed an ideal interior 

in a public, static and physically shared nature of the Quattrocento. 

 

 
 

Figure 1. View of the Scuola Grande di San Marco (to the right), Venice, Italy, illustration from Teatro 

universale, Raccolta enciclopedica e scenografica, No 654, January 23, 1847. 

 
1 Note of the authors: The processions reached such extravagant propositions and the intense 

competition between the scuole led to such infrared efforts, that in some cases resulted in physical 

violence between the participants and members of the scuole during these presumably solemn 

processions. Source: Pullan, B. (1970). Rich and Poor in Renaissance Venice: The Social Institutions of a Catholic 

State, to 1620. (Oxford, Basil Blackwell): 127-129. 

https://www.abebooks.com/book-search/publisher/basil-blackwell-oxford/


 
Public Space, Facadism and Other Illusions 
 
 

 

80  |  The Journal of Public Space, 10(2), 2025 |  ISSN 2206-9658 

City Space Architecture / UN-Habitat 

 
 

Figure 2. Highlight of the location of Scuola facade perpendicular to the canal. Pencil drawing by: Minty 

Sainsbury (2017). Drawing Size 100 x 55cm. Courtesy by the author, Minty Sainsbury.  

Access available at: https://www.mintysainsbury.com/scuola-grande-di-san-marco  

 

 

Lombardo’s contribution transcended the architectural register and reshaped the 
potential role that mechanisms of illusion could play in the public realm. By associating 

and blurring real elements and virtual perception, he heightened an effect of 

uninterrupted extension of reality. An architectural canvas which not only questioned 

the boundaries of what was real and what was not but also explored the potential of 

how space was occupied and perceived from individual expression to collective 

reflection. The analysis of this Renaissance architecture sets a precedent and invites us 

to reflect on today’s challenges in digital turns and their attendant extensions of reality. 

This is a five-hundred-year-old lesson on the perception of space within the urban 

context, and a manifestation of the long trajectory of mechanisms of spatial illusion that 

have played political and social roles in the public realm. It illustrates a relationship 

between content and context, which implies the exercise of virtually completing what 

potentially exists, at the time of finding the use of the archetype that triggers our 

memory.   

 

 

2. On the construction of the virtual in the “real” space 

2.1. Asymmetry 

The conceptual leap from Renaissance illusionism in Lombardo’s work presents a 

provocative composition using a non-traditional arrangement of architectural surfaces. 

The very first rupture in the facade took place by dividing the surface into two unequal 

wings, (Figure 3) which was not exempt from controversy. The composition of the 

https://www.mintysainsbury.com/scuola-grande-di-san-marco
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facade reflected the form of the interior of the building and denoted the different 

functions of the fraternity. The left side contains the main entrance to the former 

hospital or the city, while on the right the entrance to a pharmacy. This fusing of facade 

and interior echoed a functional necessity to maintain the building’s traditional Venetian 

“double-house” structure while applying a modern, “all'antica” Renaissance vocabulary. 

This was a different spatial layout which prepared the viewer to understand the 
symbolic content of the two distinct programs. Although this apparently broke the rules 

of Renaissance harmony, author Richard Schofield defended the asymmetry “as a 

deliberate architectural choice” intended to reconcile the confraternity complex 

internal logic with its public realm. For Schofield (2006, p.194) the asymmetry creates a 

“balancing act”, an idea in which themes of charity were strategically placed to temper 

the potential public resistance or rejection against a facade material exuberance. An 

opulent design which could potentially send a different message of its own collective 

purpose (Schofield, 2006). 

 

 
 

Figure 3. Ground level elevation of Scuola Grande reflects the asymmetrical composition between the 

hospital entrance and the pharmacy one. Photograph by the authors (2024). 

 

 

In addition to the difficulties translating existing medieval footprints into new 

Renaissance ideals, the oddly asymmetrical composition of the overall facade was a clear 

consequence of an internal "confrontation" between different architectural minds. 

Pietro Lombardo directed the ground level but a contractual dispute with the building 

commissioners led his rival, the architect Mauro Codussi, to finish the first level of the 

confraternity. This change of architects led to a facade oddly divided into two different 
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front stages, which promoted a complex interrelation with its surroundings. On the 

ground level, Lombardo introduced in each half of the facade the same strict logic: a 

double tripartite layout, following the composition of triumphal arches or city gates. 

Following this, Lombardo promoted a delicate internal hierarchy where both central 

bays of the facade hosted the entrances of each space -the city’s hospital and the 

pharmacy-, while the decoration of the screen oriented towards the outside was 

reserved to the smaller porticos (Figure 3). 

Lombardo took advantage of the space flanked by both entrances as an opportunity to 

shape a new collective representation of the confraternity. For doing this, Lombardo 

proposed two elaborate pairs of illusionistic reliefs. The main idea was to create the 

illusion of a fictitious interior space oriented towards the piazza. To push this goal, he 

articulated a series of oversaturated openings full of elements which were accentuated 

by a masterful control of perspectival effect in the recreation of reliefs. Lombardo’s 

porticos embraced a virtual space which was able to be incorporated within the physical 

constraints of the site. The implied interiors are an illusion, a projection of simulated 

space that renders an apparently thin facade as thickened thresholds as shown in the 

model below (Figure 4).  

 

 
 

Figure 4. Virtual depth of the built facade. In a physical model, the visual analysis recreates the real and 

simulated space. Photograph by the authors (2024). 

 

 

2.2. Use of perspectival view and horizon line 

While Lombardo didn’t have the opportunity to complete the entire façade, his position 

to introduce a single delineated “horizon line” broke with standard drawing conventions 

implying a bigger repercussion to the perception of the facade from the square. The 
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horizon line is the term used to define the actual height of the viewer’s eyes, and it is a 

mechanism reserved generally for outdoor scenes. In this case, Lombardo recreated an 

indoor space following outdoor drawing standards.  In addition to this, the introduction 

of two different sets of vanishing points on the horizon line flanking both entrances of 

the building, creates a binocular effect. Each entrance has its own focal point, therefore 

the binocular effect is achieved by forcing converging lines towards each bay. In this 
case, two different one-point perspectives (left and right from the entrance) with two 

different vanishing points on each relief completes the effect of the spatial alteration 

(Figure 5). 

 

 
 

Figure 5. Detail of the elaborate pairs of illusion reliefs with opposite perspectival forced points creating a 

binocular effect from the piazza. Photograph by the authors (2024). 

 

 

This was a perspectival gimmick that the scholar Phil Sohm (1978, p. 132) described as a 
fresh achievement: “The illusionistic space of the reliefs also complements the openings 

of the two portal bays, so that the wall of each bay is pierced by either fictitious or real 

voids. The creation of a pictorial space which, by associating real and virtual 

architecture, seems to be a logical and interrupted extension of reality” (Sohm, 1968).  



 
Public Space, Facadism and Other Illusions 
 
 

 

84  |  The Journal of Public Space, 10(2), 2025 |  ISSN 2206-9658 

City Space Architecture / UN-Habitat 

 
 

Figure 6. Asymmetrical composition. Two different perspectives challenge central vision. Lombardo 

intentionally destabilized the eye-centric perspective of the subject. Drawings by the authors (2024). 
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However, Sohm is not alone as other scholars described Lombardo’s achievement as a 

"surprisingly compact result" that merged sculpture and architecture to create a 

"picturesque" effect. (Figure 6) The composition challenged traditional human centric 

perception. Rather than using perspective as a neutral window into a scene, Lombardo 

deployed the two different perspectival vanishing points to emphasize the autonomy of 

architectural form from the human observer. An idea which clearly echoes 
contemporary approaches to challenge the conventional perspective of the subject 

which relies on a single viewpoint (the human eye)2. In this case, Lombardo purposefully 

destabilized the traditional relationship of seeing which placed the observer at the 

centre of the spatial experience. This is potentially an early criticism of traditional linear 

perspective as an “artificial” imposition that limited architectural possibility. 

 

2.3. Use of colour and figuration 

In addition to the perspectival rupture, different colours of marble were intentionally 

applied to achieve the greater impact on the audience. Marble was a rare material which 

was heavy, required to be transported over a great distance and was consequently 

extremely costly to build with at the time. In his facade, Lombardo not only used 

marble but a rare selection of Istrian stone for orders and relief decoration. Yellow 

Carrara marble and pink Veronese marble were applied for the main facade’s reliefs, 

and strips of grey Bardiglio indicated the divisions between bays and pediments. The 

luxurious material - not exempt from controversy for a charity house- and intricate 

composition were understood as an artistic proclamation of excellence and hence a 

challenge3. The work pointed out by Sohm, revealed the power of the sketch to which 

the premonitory order of the colour emerged as an inevitable consequence in the 

surprising order of the construction4. 

Using colour collisions and a tense connection between mass and void, the elevation of 

the Scuola manifested a rigorous sculptural exploration. On the main left wing, two 

vigilant wingless lions sit on either side of the main portal, which leads to the lower hall. 

This left arcade enframes two virtual alcoves and serves as the support of the facade’s 

figural decoration. Parallel to this, the right wing is flanked by two illusionistic reliefs of a 

group of figures of St. Mark’s scenes. (Figure 7) The use of the duplicated figure enables 

our appreciation of the dislocations among them. Some authors argue that the St. 

Mark’s scenes are recycled from previous work before the fire in a scenography where 

both reliefs accentuate the binocular effect: while in the main portal the lions face the 

outside, and the St. Mark’s scenes are oriented toward the inside. Whether the reliefs 

were recycled or intended for space, each loggia appears to be a free-standing structure 
bathed by yellow light. The composition absorbs and expands light regardless of the 

restrictions of the orthogonal requirements. The facade's specific chromatic palette, 

sunbathed by southern light, constantly projects signs of mutual accord, the desire of a 

reciprocal correspondence to see and be seen. Prevailing as a dominant institution, the 

facade concept is a malleable mass that introduces a complex message to the public. 

 
2  See Colomina, B. and Wigley, M. (2016). Are We Humans? Notes on an Archeology of Design (Lars Muller 

Publishers). 
3 For types of stone, see Rodolioc, F. (1965) Le Pietre della Città d’Italia (Florence). 
4 Ibid. Sohm: 122. 
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Figure 7. Use of colour and figuration in the pictorial illusionistic scenes. Inverted positions both 

highlighted the different symbolisms of each program. The individual lions flanked the main hospital 

institution, at the time that the collective scenes of St. Mark flanked the public pharmacy for the city of 

Venice. Drawings by the authors (2024). 
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2.4. Pictorial illusionistic reliefs 

Reimagining the two-dimensional reliefs was the main outcome of Pietro Lombardo’s 

concern in pictorial illusionism. When looking at the two two-dimensional reliefs, our 

gaze is unable to focus on either the right or the left and instead wavers between one 

and the other in search of the centre, a virtual point created by the observer. This 

search for virtual depth can be observed in Lombardo’s previous works such as the 
Tomb of Dante in Ravenna and the Relief of the Holy Family in the Museum del 

Seminario Patriarcale in Venice. The revolutionary idea of delineating a three-

dimensional composition in the limitations of pictorial frame associates real and implied 

architecture, achieving an uninterrupted extension of reality, a mechanism which was 

not new in Italy in the Quattrocento. A key precedent of this illusionistic work can be 

seen in Donato Bramante’s altar in Santa Maria presso San Satiro in Milan, 

commissioned a decade before Lombardo’s Scuola. In Bramante’s work, the surprising 

effectiveness of the spatial trick simulates a choir depth comparable to the transept’s 

length, an architectural mechanism known as “Mirabile Artificio” (Buratti et al., 2022). A 

perspective strategy where the vantage point collimates Santa Maria’s fake choir in nave 

perspective, the “Mirabile Artificio” is a case of anamorphosis, an example of a distorted 

projection which appears normal when viewed from a particular point or with a suitable 

mirror or lens. 

 

 
 

Figure 8. Use of repetition of the architectural elements in the pictorial illusionistic reliefs.  Different 

types of waffle ceilings achieve spatial depth. Drawings by the authors (2024). 
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However, if Bramante used the perspectival illusion for an interior space, Lombardo 

was the first who used this mechanism in the interface of a facade of exquisite marble to 

enhance the pictorial definition of space. At the Scuola, Lombardo expanded on the 

coloristic definition of supporting and non-supporting elements by introducing the effect 

of extension of the real space in a facade. Beyond Bramante, Lombardo didn’t rely on 

painting but the use of architectural materials. As an example of this, the use of yellow 

Carrara marble above the loggias helped to identify the front place of the illusionistic 

space. By demarcating marble fields behind the figures defining the backplane, it played a 

key role in the virtual effect of perspective. These two decisions contribute to resolve 

formally the distinct reliefs to define the facade’s bilateral asymmetry. In Lombardo’s 

illusionistic reliefs, in addition to the use of colours and figures, the important repetition 

of the background architectural elements such as pilasters and circular ceiling coffers 

(above the lions) or flat waffle ceiling and arches (above St. Mark’s scenes) reinforced 

the effect of the fake depth definition. Here, the doubling process of pairing the reliefs 

emerged from the surprising relationship between container and content. A spatial 

manipulation which portrayed a series of dense, rhythmically virtual aedicules or 

“rooms”, (Figure 8) which prepares us to read each interior scene from the piazza. 

Scenes were perfectly demarcated by the image of an entablature and supported by the 

representation of ceilings, columns or pilasters which frame the caged sentinels who 

were guarding the facade of the Scuola. Correspondence between figures clustered 

together or separated, depending on the viewer’s position, were able to generate 

intermediate spaces. The illusion is of a hidden interior that reveals activities that once 

took place at the Scuola.  

 

  

3.  On the construction of the real in the “virtual” space 
3.1 Extended Reality 

There is a Western imaginary that assumes virtual recreation of a space belongs to a 

contemporary field relegated to the individualized sphere and the world of 

entertainment and videogames. However, exploring how an historical visual analysis 

might inform contemporary debates about digital access, spatial democracy and 

technological mediation of public experience is potentially refreshing. The perception of 

something that is not built has indeed a profound impact on the collective realm, as the 

example of Scuola Grande di San Marco illustrates. What we understand today as XR, 

an acronym (in English) for Extended Reality5, refers to the juxtaposition of real and 

virtual environments that are accessed through human-device interactions. To be more 

specific, Extended Reality (XR) is a term which bridges all immersive technologies that 

blend physical and digital realms. This includes Virtual Reality (VR), Augmented Reality 

(AR), and Mixed Reality (MR), as well as 360-degree capture and other related 

technologies. XR aims to create new modes of interaction, engagement, and immersion 

by merging real and virtual environments.  

The binary relationship between virtual and real remain equipotential despite their clear 

distinctions and the scope that separates them. Learning from the Scuola Grande 

 
5 For research on XR, see Vasarainen, M., Paavola, S., & Vetoshkina, L. (2021). A Systematic Literature 

Review on Extended Reality: Virtual, Augmented and Mixed Reality in Collaborative Working Life Setting. 

International Journal of Virtual Reality, 21(2), 1-28. 
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example, the incursion and engagement of the virtual world into the physical one and, 

vice versa, invites us to reflect on how we understand the interface between the private 

and the public, how we interact in it, and how we relate to others. When Lombardo 

proposed the representation of the effect of portraying the activity of interior rooms in 

the facade of the Scuola, not only was he suggesting a revolutionary idea of materializing 

what was not physically there but was opening a wide range of possibilities of what the 
virtual dimension of a domestic scene could mean from the point of view of a collective 

realm.  From the visualization of the city’s layers, the design of immersive experiences, 

to the empowerment of anonymous citizens and local communities; the expanded 

reality, in the past and present, offers a revolutionary application in the most 

comprehensive, broad and participatory public dimension. Recent scholars, such as 

Crugl and Leong (2025) defend a practice for implementing an active and meaningful 

participatory process in cultural heritage management using extended realities (Grugl 

and Wong, 2025). 

 

3.2. Virtual extension on a real stage 

Lombardo’s strategy used to overcome the difficulties of the collision between illusory 

indoors and the real outdoors consisted of the insertion of an ideal order, an order that 

lent its full support to the anonymous, artistic condition of the blank canvas of the 

facade. In this case, Lombardo worked according to this principle, distributing the open 

or dense spaces in accordance with the requirement dictated by the facade rhythm. This 

was a structural framework which was not only formally linked to the Scuola’s interior 

and its program, but most importantly reflected a clear staging of an exultant institution 

towards its symbolic civic role towards the piazza and the immediate building adjacent 

to it. In this case, the resistance to the classic composition had two main rivals. On one 

hand, the Scuola facade design needed to enter in conversation with the piazza Campo 

Santi Giovanni e Paolo as the primary public space for the Scuola ceremonial display; 

and on the other hand, its next-door neighbour: the massive brick facade of St. Giovanni 

e Paolo Basilica. Although the Scuola’s site enjoyed a privileged condition in the city, it 

also was not exempt from physical constraints. The larger dimensions of the 

neighbouring church and its predominant gothic style imposed several limitations. 

Neither the differences between styles, Renaissance (Scuola) vs. Gothic (Basilica), nor 

the size of Lombardo’s elements, much smaller, implied an intense opposition from the 

very beginning. The oppressive brick mass of the church's exterior required the design 

to masterfully play up its urban theatricality towards the piazza. A framework where a 

sum of opposites needed to be adjusted to highlight the authenticity of a human 
experience in a unique setting. The actions taken in the facade addressed critical 

circumstances to better understand not only proportions and new ideals of the 

Renaissance but also explore what hinders the active involvement of the public. 
In order to accommodate this human engagement in a public realm, Lombardo used a 

strategy of harmonization and urban dialogue between the two facades (Scuola and 

Basilica) with a scenography following a twofold strategy. On the one hand, Lombardo 

focused on the smallest element of the Basilica by borrowing the lower physical arcade 

to introduce it as a new rhythm for the facade of Scuola. However, he achieved this in a 

modified form. Instead of a mere repetition, Lombardo simulated a series of virtual 

aedicules, with a non-traditional arrangement of three niches with a circular top (main 

portal), and three other rectangular niches (secondary portal) (Figure 9). The small 
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reliefs on each bay of the facade introduce a virtual layer of aedicules into the physical 

layer of the architecture. This not only provides an illusion about what happens inside of 

the Scuola but also offers an immersive experience constructing an extension of an 

imagined version of an ideal interior scene from the exterior of the piazza. In this case, 

the Scuola’s domestic space is changed from one that is contained (and not experienced 

by the public outdoors) to one that leaks into an ideal shared virtual container (the 

Scuola facade). The merging of real and fictitious architecture revealed a dense 

interconnection of spatial design, societal influence, and cultural significance at the time. 

On the one hand, as a dual dialogue, interior vs. exterior, real vs. fictitious, private vs. 

public which is always effective. And on the other hand, by taking advantage of the small 

scale. A smaller detail can relate to a human scale, spreading a penetrating wave that 

invites the passers-by to look closer. Reinventing a framing apparatus transcended, far 

from Lombardo’s intention, the societal norms of the time, transforming the perception 

and breaking the boundary between virtual and real-world architecture.   

This way of thinking about an inherent participation in how we perceive and understand 

our perceived environment opens a rich debate on the role of architecture and, more 

specifically, on facade design, on the manipulation and understanding of public space 

within a public context. This framework of study not only questions how we 

mechanically react to stimuli, but how we can easily manipulate the perception of what 

we look at. As the art critic John Berger (1972, p. 7-34) pointed out:  

 

“To look is an act of choice” (Berger et al., 1972). But more importantly he 

reinforced the idea that our perception is never objective, we never look at just 

one thing; we are always looking at the relation between things and ourselves.  

Our vision is continually active, continually moving, continually holding things in a 

circle around itself, constituting what is present to us as we are”.  
(Benjamin, 2008) 

 

Reflecting on this example allows a reductive virtual extension of an architecture which 

is intended to reveal the real and unreal relationship in the manipulation of both forms 

and forms within. It is early architecture which projected itself to the world as a 

resistance, not as a model, by seeking to replace or almost vanquish it, instead of 

looking on. Each passer-by could mentally reconstruct their ideal version of the 

activities of the Scuola from each of the Scuola’s facade scenes, as an exercise which 

consists of completing virtually what physically exists. The virtual scenes in the facade 

have the potential to reveal and suggest that it is not tangible, but it is achieved as it is. 

Indeed, today “virtual” reality is not very different from Lombardo’s work. Today, 

however, virtual reality has rested on the city’s capacity to divest itself of the costs of 

rapidly changing demands by operating outside traditional representational imaginaries. 
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Figure 9. Urban dialogue between the lower level of S. Giovanni e Paolo Basilica’s loggia (left) and the San 

Marco Scuola’s new ground level (right). Lombardo translated the tripartite composition of the Basilica to 

the Scuola’s lower façade composition, completing the façade while addressing smaller architectural 

elements. Drawings by the authors (2024). 
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2.3. Virtual extension on a virtual stage 

Lombardo’s ambiguity between the real and the virtual, the indoors and outdoors, the 

public and the private, compressed our research to dissect the analysis of both real and 

fictitious realms by looking at the Scuola facade from every potential new angle. The last 

visual outcome generated a new representation of Lombardo’s facade using a digital 

model of the facade in the XR stage of the Center of Academic Innovation at the 

University of Michigan6. Using computer aid design software, the team recreated a 

three-dimensional digital model of the ground level of the Scuola facade as a virtual 

object to be displayed on the physical LED stage. The advantage of the large-scale LED 

screen provided a physical set to render high-quality, real time 3D virtual environments. 

A goal to recreate an immersive learning environment to “transport” students and 

faculty into a virtual Scuola facade, as a real-time interaction with the digital recreation 

of an historical precedent.  

Digitally reproducing the facade at 1:1 scale, the work focused on a close zoom into the 

four aedicules that hosted each of the pictorial reliefs. By merging live user interaction 

(faculty seen in Figure 10) with the different digital layers, the outcome had the potential 

to challenge the illusion of depth. By recreating the view of the spectator from the 

piazza, the digital device demonstrates the potential immersion of a figure in-and-out of 

the different layers of the facade. (Figure 10) Through this non-normative use of spatial 

technology, the exploration adapted the systems of embodied physicality, play and 

performance for a virtual representation of the Venetian facade on the virtual stage, as 

an aspiration to engage spatial manipulation.  

The use of advanced representation tools complemented the results that couldn't be 

achieved merely through traditional visual analysis of the architecture’s facade. The live 

interaction in the immersive environment of the LED stage expanded the capacity to 
understand architectural strategies, scale and composition, while enabling the analysis of 

the perceptual effects in both the facade design itself and the public space it helps to 

structure. This process elucidated virtual reality as a method of working that undercuts 

binary assumptions of perception and physicality, as well as taking advantage of new 

representation tools in architecture. From this approach, we were clearly determined 

to look at the Scuola’s facade from a decontextualized perspective, intentionally 

different from a real physical experience from the piazza in Venice. In this case, the LED 

stage created a new extension between the boundary of architecture and the public 

imagination by offering a glimpse into the possibilities of facade design when the virtual 

and physical spaces merged.  This immersive technology holds a promise to decolonize 

the way we think about history, by democratizing experiences and opening potential 

directions to new domesticities at the intersection between the physical and the virtual. 

This methodology can help us to understand what we see, in the real world and on the 

digital screen. Today, in the context of a global digital world and AI, the debate is to 

underpin where information comes from, why it is that way, and to propose that a 

 
6 The research and digital installation were made possible by a grant from the Taubman College of 

Architecture and Urban Planning at the University of Michigan, generously supported by The Alan and 

Cynthia Berkshire Fund for Prototyping Tomorrow. Project title: More Room at the Table. (2024) Faculty team: 

Jonathan Rule, Julia McMorrough, Ana Morcillo Pallarés, and John McMorrough. Students’ collaborators: 

Ann Borek, Ella Eldestein, Qilmeg Doudatcz and Axel Olson.  
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more critical assessment makes for better spatial citizens of the real, the virtual, and 

their entanglement. 

 

 
 

Figure 10. Multiple scenes showcase different engagements between real figures and the 3D virtual 

recreation of the façade’s Scuola. Location: XR stage at the Center of Academic Innovation at the 

University of Michigan. Photograph by the authors (2024). 

 

 

Ultimately, to underscore the real dimension of perspectival manipulation is to reassert 

the centrality in the containment of the physical limitations. The aftereffect increasingly 

becomes more complex to analyse when the perception of the Scuola facade is not 

limited to its own physical boundaries nor the virtual model in which the potential users 
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may interact with, but the social containers surrounding all variables around the time 

and the space, the building was conceived. It is an exploration of the limits of virtual 

architecture that, according to Ryan Scavnicky (2025, p. 342-354): “rests upon 

understanding these mixed mechanics layered with social interactions that are 

structured, staged, and organized into an intentional spatial experience” (Hui et al., 

2025). The conflict between wanting more but having less is where the real opportunity 

for design occurs.  

Yet our traditional understanding of perception - rooted deeply in outdated paradigms 

of technical perspective, dominance and human centric control - proves inadequate 

means to articulate the emerging social complexities and urgencies surrounding virtual 

extension today. In this case, modern western perception limits our ability to envision 

and therefore enact altered relationships with a holistic perception of the world. If we 

are to reimagine our future at the interstices between the real and the virtual, we first 

must understand examples which can help us to describe, interpret and engage with the 

illusionary blurry realm. In order to concentrate on architecture’s capacity to achieve 

space, it is important to understand current mediums of representation to explain the 

complex interrelations between virtual and physical interfaces. In this sense, the Scuola 

di San Marco in Venice proves an adequate and strikingly early example of how a 

building envelope could conceal a vibrant repertoire of architectural choices which 

extended the building beyond its own physical limits. The facade design promoted a 

cultural, social and political shift with a new architectural vocabulary; a lexicon which 

emerged precisely at the threshold where public engagement implemented an active and 

meaningful participatory process in the vicissitudes of Renaissance confraternity 

management using extended realities. It is an illusion which, far from being distant from 

reality, holds the potential to suggest other alternative situations to transform attitudes 

and practices at both a personal and a collective level in relation to the shared 
perceived environment.  

 

 

4. Conclusions 

More than five hundred years after Lombardo’s facade, and amidst a contested 

collective realm where the boundaries between physical and virtual are less defined than 

ever, the potential indeterminacy of new forms of manipulation between real and fiction 

in our public space wants to be addressed. Lombardo’s playful arrangements engaged 

viewers to participate equally in the illusory scenes, in an intentionally distorted canvas 

which blurred the apparently clear limit of a doorframe. Ahead of his time, Lombardo 

relied not only on the physical space, but on the virtual. Instead of competing against 

the massive Basilica next door, he envisioned the opportunity of the extension of an 

arcade along the lower zone of the church to be continued to the Scuola, by simulating 

the effect of three-dimensional depth in the restrictions of a two-dimensional plane. It 

was a new extended boundary of architecture and the public imagination which offered 

a glimpse into the future directions of spatial design where virtual and physical spaces 

can potentially merge, by reconsidering new realms at the intersection between real and 

fictional worlds.  

Through a collaborative effort involving architects and media specialists, this paper 

constructs a vision of Lombardo’s work which stimulated an ideal virtual public 

engagement, demanding the collective to be something more than a passive resource. It 
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offers a model of a possible (and ideal) representation of a wealthy institution used as a 

statement of 1500’s societal political turbulence and how potentially it could have 

changed architecture and simulated new realities for people, convincing them that, 

indeed, change was possible. It is an approach of thinking in architecture which 

potentially aligns to contemporary terms found in Aaron Betsky’s (2024) 

“anarchitecture” as a seed for alternative practices which are reframed in his book The 
Monster Leviathan (Betsky, 2024). It is a vision for an alternative architecture - not so 

distant from Lombardo’s ideal- which holds the promise to promote the engagement of 

the public imagination in such a way as to spark real change. This change is not exempt 

from a critical revision of creative methods for public engagement using immersive 

virtual environments, but such changes cannot be made if the power dynamics in often 

privatized, individually mediated contemporary XR technologies and management are 

not redrawn.  Recognizing public virtual accessibility as a common asset to be managed 

collectively and not under market control could promote a paradigm shift in bringing 

virtual manipulation into matters of public concern. The ethical implications of 

immersive technology in contemporary public space, however, are yet to be adequately 

explored in a field where there remains a structural inequality in access to this 

technology.  

In the current global boost of multi-sensorial immersive experience, there remain 

challenges in the emerging visual conventions for communicating objects and processes 

between physical and virtual spaces. By unveiling Scuola Grande di San Marco’s facade, 

this paper highlights Lombardo’s ingenious tweaks in the manipulation of the perception 

of the physical space, as well as a building which consciously promotes public immersion 

through the interconnectedness of political and social systems. This research promotes 

a new imagination of a virtual realm that can move beyond the scarcity of traditional 

narratives and look toward equity and interdependence. Lastly, the visual analysis of the 

Scuola facade lies not merely in its ties to a masterful piece of architecture, but in its 

fundamental position - that perception itself holds a transformative power. By redefining 

how we talk about the subjectivity of reception, we initiate a vital shift in consciousness, 

capable of producing radical changes in the democracy of information.  

Above all, this extremely early version of an expanded reality of the public sphere, as 

stated by the philosopher Jaques Ranciere (2009, p.109-132), elicited consequential 

interventions with power and its representation (Ranciere, 2009). The tactics and 

strategies employed in the Scuola Grande di San Marco aspire to engage both the 

disciplinary and public debate on the expanded virtual reality of the public sphere. 

Architect Pietro Lombardo contested the politics of containment by reconfiguring 
Quattrocento’s aesthetic assumptions upon which boundaries rested, and reclaiming 

presence (virtual or real) into objects of design. A design choice reinforced the idea that 

aesthetic reforms represent some agency for political thought. It is a contested scenario 

in which illusion-making becomes an increasingly omnipresent instrumental tool in the 

aesthetics of consensus that our naked eye believes it is seeing.  
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Abstract 

In recent decades, the political economy of cities has undergone a transformation that has 

led to fundamental changes in the design and management of public space. The production 

of public space has shifted from the predominantly public sector to a variety of private 

actors, both for-profit and non-profit. In this respect, the extent to which strategies for 

designing and managing public space are inclusive reshapes the publicness of public space. 

These transformations have made it increasingly necessary to examine how publicness is 

produced through concrete spatial and managerial practices rather than assumed from 
ownership status alone. This study develops the Public Space Inclusivity Index (PSII) as a 

structured framework for assessing how design and management strategies facilitate or 

constrain inclusivity through spatially encoded mechanisms of control. Based on a review of 

relevant literature and site visits to new public spaces in Istanbul, the PSII evaluates five 

interrelated dimensions: access, uses and activities, safety and surveillance, comfort, and 

image. These dimensions are operationalised through 34 indicators and applied to two 

publicly accessible spaces in central Istanbul: Museum Gazhane and Galataport Istanbul. The 

analysis draws on field observations, map readings, and document analysis The findings 

reveal how different governance arrangements and actor constellations produce distinct 

inclusionary and exclusionary conditions: Museum Gazhane demonstrates a relatively 

inclusive yet managerially conditioned form of publicness, while Galataport Istanbul reflects 

a more controlled and consumption-oriented regime. The study contributes to public 

space scholarship by offering a structured framework for examining how inclusivity and 

exclusion are materially produced through design and management strategies. 

 

Keywords: publicness, inclusivity, public space assessment, Museum Gazhane, 

Galataport Istanbul 
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Introduction 

In the 21st century, cities face intensifying pressure to attract global investment and 

position themselves competitively within the global economy. In response, the creation 

of attractive and well-designed public spaces has become a central strategy for 

enhancing urban liveability, economic vitality, and social well-being (Ercan, 2005; 

Mehaffy, 2021). This emphasis on public space quality has also been reinforced by global 

urban agendas, including UN-Habitat (2013), which identify multifunctional, safe, and 

inclusive public environments as critical priorities for sustainable urban 

futures. Accordingly, scholars have highlighted the need to integrate spatial design with 

long-term management strategies in order to support high-quality and socially 

responsive public spaces (Lang, 2017; Carmona, 2019; Mehaffy, 2019).   

However, the pursuit of public space quality has increasingly converged with neoliberal 

urban policies, reshaping the provision, governance, and public character of urban 

spaces. Public–private partnerships (PPPs), often promoted as efficient solutions, have 

produced hybrid governance arrangements in which roles, rights, and responsibilities 

are redistributed among public authorities, private actors and semi-public organisations 

throughout the design and management process (De Magalhães and Carmona, 2009; De 

Magalhães, 2010; van Mélik and van der Krabben, 2016). In many contexts, these 

arrangements have reconfigured the public–private divide both spatially and 

institutionally (Madanipour, 2019), giving rise to public spaces that are publicly accessible 

yet increasingly shaped by commercialised functions, securitised management, and 

selective forms of regulation. 

This transformation has generated significant critiques. Scholars have shown that design 

and management strategies that promote aesthetically appealing and highly maintained 

environments may also introduce layers of control through surveillance, access 

regulations, behavioural rules, and standardised, consumption-oriented functions (Ercan, 
2005; van Mélik et al., 2007; Németh and Schmidt, 2007). Even when these spaces are 

publicly produced, they are embedded in political, economic, and regulatory 

frameworks that render their publicness ambiguous and continuously negotiated 

(Mitchell, 2003; Low and Smith, 2006; Madanipour, 2019). Consequently, contemporary 

public spaces often embody contradictory tendencies: they may project openness and 

inclusivity while simultaneously reproducing exclusionary patterns that privilege 

particular users, practices, and aesthetics.  

Against this background, this study examines how spatial design and management 

strategies produce publicness through their implications for inclusion and exclusion. 

Existing analytical tools, such as the Star Model (Varna and Tiesdell, 2010), the Tri-Axial 

Model (Németh and Schmidt, 2011), and the Public Space Index (Mehta, 2014), have 

made important contributions to the assessment of publicness. However, they tend to 

underemphasize how control embedded in design and management strategies produces 

inclusionary and exclusionary outcomes in public space. To address this gap, the study 

introduces the Public Space Inclusivity Index (PSII), a structured evaluative framework 

that assesses inclusivity as an observable spatial expression of publicness. The PSII 

operationalises this relationship through five interrelated dimensions—access, uses and 

activities, safety and surveillance, comfort, and image—each defined through explicit 

indicators and classification criteria that identify how design and management strategies 

facilitate or constrain inclusivity. 
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Istanbul, a city undergoing profound neoliberal urban transformation and marked by 

diverse forms of hybrid public space provision, provides a relevant context for 

examining these tensions. The PSII is applied to two distinct but publicly accessible sites 

in central Istanbul: Museum Gazhane and Galataport Istanbul. These cases represent 

contrasting models of contemporary public space provision, shaped by different 

governance arrangements, design priorities, and management strategies. Rather than 

offering a simplistic ranking, the study uses the two cases to examine how competing 

priorities in design and management translate into measurable differences in inclusivity 

and, consequently, into different regimes of publicness. 

 

 

Publicness as a Relational Quality 

The concept of publicness has long occupied a central position in urban studies, yet its 

meaning and analytical scope remain contested. Public space can be understood through a 

wide range of disciplinary perspectives, from political theory and sociology to urban 

design, planning, geography, and architecture. Classical theoretical accounts, most notably 

Habermas’s (1989) conception of the public sphere and Arendt’s (1958) understanding of 

the public realm as a space of political appearance and action, framed publicness through 

normative-democratic ideals. Within these perspectives, public space was associated with 

openness, collective interaction, rational debate, visibility, and political participation, while 

publicness was understood as a key condition of democratic life. 

While these perspectives remain foundational, they provide only a partial understanding 

of contemporary urban conditions, where publicness is increasingly shaped by complex 

configurations of governance, regulation, market forces, and everyday spatial practices. 

Public space is increasingly understood as a field of competing claims, where rights, 

access, visibility, and acceptable forms of behaviour are continuously negotiated, 

challenging the idea of a neutral arena for democratic interaction (De Magalhães, 2010; 
Madanipour, 2010). Critical urban scholarship has therefore shifted attention from what 

public space ought to be towards examining how publicness is actively produced, 

negotiated, and contested through social, political, and economic relations (Mitchell, 

1995; Low and Smith, 2006). Mitchell (1995, 2003) argues that public space is 

continuously shaped by struggles over rights, visibility, and legitimate presence, while 

Low and Smith (2006) foreground the political nature of public space as a terrain of 

social conflict, regulation, and exclusion. Fraser’s (1990) critique of the singular public 

sphere similarly shows that dominant publics and counter publics are historically 

constituted through unequal relations of representation, access, and legitimacy.  

A key development in this critical tradition is the move beyond the conventional public-

private dichotomy. Publicness has often been associated with public ownership, while 

privateness has been linked to exclusion, restriction, and private control. However, 

scholars have argued that this binary is inadequate for capturing the hybrid realities of 

contemporary urban spaces, where even publicly owned spaces may be managed 

according to privatised logics of control and efficiency (Németh and Schmidt, 2011; 

Madanipour, 2019). Kohn (2004) argues that public space is a multidimensional concept 

with multiple and sometimes contradictory meanings, Kilian (1998) questions rigid 

public–private categorisations by emphasising that spatial practices are structured 

through mechanisms of access and exclusion, which vary according to social relations 

and power structures. More recently, as Madanipour (2003, 2019) argues, although the 
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blurring of the public–private distinction is not a new concern, it remains necessary to 

re-emphasise that the transition between public and private should be understood 

through overlapping degrees of access, control, and use. 

Recent empirical studies further show that public ownership does not necessarily 

guarantee publicness, just as private ownership does not inevitably eliminate it 

(Carmona, 2021; Dunlop et al., 2023; Leclercq et al., 2021). Dunlop et al. (2023), for 

instance, demonstrate that privately owned public spaces may display varying degrees of 

publicness depending on management practices and design features. Carmona’s (2021) 

notion of public-isation further suggests that publicness can be actively constructed 

through regulatory mechanisms, design interventions, and negotiated agreements. These 

studies indicate that publicness must be understood through actual conditions of access, 

use, governance, and control rather than assumed from legal status. 

This recognition has led scholars to conceptualise publicness as a variable and relational 

quality shaped through social negotiation and power relations (Kilian, 1998; Staeheli and 

Mitchell, 2008). Recent studies similarly approach publicness as a fluid and context-

dependent condition shaped by social practices, governance arrangements, regulatory 

frameworks, and interactions among different actors (Dunlop et al., 2023).  In this 

sense, publicness is best understood as a spectrum rather than a binary condition, along 

which varying degrees of openness, restriction, inclusion, and exclusion are negotiated 

through spatial, social, and regulatory processes (Varna and Tiesdell, 2010; Carmona 

and Wunderlich, 2012; Dovey and Pafka, 2020). Rawhani et al. (2023) advance this 

perspective by conceptualising public space through a cohesion–contestation spectrum, 

emphasising that public spaces can simultaneously enable social cohesion and operate as 

sites of conflict. This spectrum-based understanding provides the conceptual foundation 

for the analytical framework developed in this study.  
 
 

Control, Inclusivity and Exclusivity in the Production of Publicness 

Building on the theoretical framework outlined above, this study approaches publicness 
as a relational, contingent, and multidimensional quality produced through the 

interaction of access, use, visibility, behaviour, representation, and control. While 

publicness cannot be reduced to a single attribute, a recurring concern across diverse 

conceptualisations is the question of who is able to access, use, occupy, benefit from, 

and find recognition within urban space (Mitchell, 2003; Low and Smith, 2006; 

Madanipour, 2019). Whether framed through rights, accessibility, governance 

arrangements, social interaction, or the distribution of control, debates on publicness 

ultimately centre on the extent to which different social groups are included in—or 

excluded from—the opportunities, resources, and meanings embedded in public space. 

In this sense, design and management strategies are not neutral technical arrangements, 

but mechanisms through which particular spatial orders, behavioural norms, symbolic 

meanings, and forms of access are produced and legitimised. 

In contemporary urban contexts, the design and management of public space have 

become increasingly complex, as responsibilities, resources, and decision-making 

powers are distributed across diverse public, private, and semi-public actors (De 

Magalhães and Carmona, 2009). These arrangements affect publicness by shaping how 

spaces are accessed, used, programmed, maintained, monitored and represented. This is 

particularly significant in neoliberal urban settings, where privatisation, 



 

Sezen Türkoğlu, Fatih Terzi 

 
 

 

The Journal of Public Space, 10(2), 2025  |  ISSN 2206-9658  |  101 

City Space Architecture / UN-Habitat 

commercialisation, securitisation, and homogenisation have intensified concerns about 

the erosion of inclusive public life (Ercan, 2007; Németh and Schmidt, 2011). This 

perspective considers control a constitutive dimension of publicness, since rules, design 

codes, security practices, and management regimes define the conditions under which 

public life can take place. 

As De Magalhães (2010) emphasises that publicness is shaped by the rules and 

mechanisms through which rights of access, use, and control are distributed.  Public 

spaces are therefore never entirely free from regulation. They are structured through 

formal and informal rules, behavioural expectations, spatial codes, symbolic 

representations, and management practices. Such forms of regulation may support 

accessibility, safety, maintenance, and everyday coexistence, yet they may also generate 

exclusion when they privilege particular users, behaviours, appearances, or activities 

over others (Low and Smith, 2006). 

Public space is not simply a stage for action, but also an arena in which social norms, 

identities, and power relations are reproduced (Mitchell, 1995; Kohn, 2004, 

Madanipour, 2010). Mehta (2022) emphasises that visual images, symbols, and repeated 

patterns of activity in public space can legitimise certain social groups and behaviours 

while rendering others less visible. Similarly, Dovey (2010) argues that the physical and 

social morphology of space shapes the field of possible action by guiding behaviour and 

establishing codes of acceptable interaction. Design is therefore not neutral: it can 

enable encounter, diversity, and appropriation, but it can also normalise particular users, 

behaviours, and aesthetic expectations. The inclusiveness of public space consequently 

depends on the extent to which its spatial representations, rules, and experiences 

remain open to diverse users and practices. 

This perspective clarifies the relationship between publicness and inclusivity. Inclusivity 

is not treated here as synonymous with publicness, nor as its automatic outcome. 

Rather, it is understood as one of the principal spatial expressions through which 

publicness becomes observable in practice. The key question is not whether a space is 

formally public, but who can enter, remain, use, appropriate, recognise themselves in, 

and feel legitimate within it. This question is inherently political, since laws, social 

norms, legitimation practices, symbolic codes, and spatial regulations define who 

constitutes the public, how bodies may be present in space, and which activities are 

recognised as acceptable (Madanipour, 2010; Staeheli and Mitchell, 2007). Reyes (2016) 

conceptualises public space as a contested arena of struggle over social control, while 

Mitchell (1995, 2017) highlights the need to examine spaces labelled as “public” through 

the conflicts between order and control on the one hand, and open, unpredictable 

interaction on the other. 

Public spaces communicate symbols and experiences that can legitimise certain forms of 

public life while marginalising others (Kohn, 2004). Inclusivity and exclusivity are 

therefore conceptualised as relational outcomes of control mechanisms embedded 

within design and management strategies. Inclusivity is produced when strategies create 

the conditions for diverse users to access, use, and appropriate space in ways that are 

relatively open, meaningful, and non-discriminatory (Iveson, 2007; Mehta, 2014). 

Exclusivity, by contrast, emerges when strategies filter users, restrict activities, intensify 

surveillance, privilege consumption, or communicate symbolic messages about who is 

entitled to belong in public space (Zukin, 1995; Mitchell, 2003; Németh and Schmidt, 

2011).  However, these processes are not mutually exclusive. As Qian (2020) argues, 
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inclusion and exclusion should be understood as co-constitutive logics of publicness 

rather than fixed and opposing conditions. Measures designed to promote inclusion for 

particular groups may simultaneously generate new forms of exclusion, while certain 

forms of selective exclusion may protect vulnerable groups or facilitate the participation 

of historically marginalised populations (Iveson, 2007; Ye, 2017; Madanipour, 2023). 

This complexity highlights the limitations of evaluating public spaces through simplistic 

dichotomies of open versus closed, public versus private, or inclusive versus exclusive. 

A more relational reading is needed, one that examines how inclusionary and 

exclusionary forces are produced, combined, and negotiated across different contexts. 

In this study, these dynamics are later operationalised through five design and 

management dimensions: access, uses and activities, safety and surveillance, comfort, 

and image. These dimensions provide the analytical basis for examining how publicness 

is shaped through different forms of spatial control, functional organisation, surveillance, 

comfort provision, and symbolic representation. 

 

 

Development of the PSII 

The development of the PSII followed four interrelated steps. First, existing publicness 

and public space assessment frameworks were reviewed to identify recurring 

dimensions and operational criteria used to evaluate the public character of urban 

spaces. Second, these dimensions were synthesised and adapted into a design- and 

management-oriented analytical structure composed of dimensions, components, and 

indicators. Third, a classification strategy was developed to position each indicator along 

an inclusivity–exclusivity spectrum, allowing the index to evaluate how specific spatial 

and managerial strategies contribute to more inclusive or more exclusionary forms of 

publicness. Fourth, a scoring and normalisation procedure was established to convert 
indicator-level assessments into comparable dimension scores and an overall PSII value. 
 
 
Analytical structure of the PSII 

The PSII was developed by synthesising and adapting key parameters from existing 

publicness and public space assessment frameworks. As summarised in Table 1, these 

frameworks translate publicness into observable dimensions such as ownership, 

management, access, control, use, surveillance, comfort, inclusiveness, and social 

interaction. Collectively, they provide a critical foundation for translating the abstract 

qualities of publicness into empirically observable characteristics.  

Building on these approaches, the PSII explicitly foregrounds the degree of control 

embedded in spatial and managerial decisions and assesses how design and management 

strategies facilitate or constrain inclusivity in public space. In this respect, the PSII 

extends existing approaches by systematically examining the relationship between 

publicness, inclusivity, and mechanisms of control within the design and management 

dimensions of public space. By examining the interplay between inclusionary and 

exclusionary outcomes across different spatial dimensions, the PSII provides a 

structured analytical framework for investigating how publicness is materially produced 

within contemporary public spaces. 
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Table 1. Overview of existing publicness and public space assessment frameworks 
 

Authors Dimensions Index-Model Scoring 
Methods for 

scoring 

van Mélik et 

al. (2007) 

Secured public space criteria; 

Themed public space criteria 

The cobweb diagram 

(1 – 3)  

low (L), medium (M) and high (H) 

Direct 

observation 

Nemeth and 

Schmidt 

(2007) 

Laws/ rules; Surveillance/ policing; 

Design/ Image; Access/ territoriality 

Observation based index 

0 - 2   and 0 - (-2) 

Features encouraging and discouraging 

use 

Direct 

observation 

Nemeth 

(2009) 

Design; Surveillance; Rules; 

Accessibility 

Index 

(0 – 2)   and (0 - (-2)) 

Features encouraging and discouraging 

use 

Direct 

observation 

Varna and 

Tiesdell 

(2010) 

Ownership; Control; Civility-

maintenance; Physical configuration; 

Animation 

The Star Model 

(1 – 5) 

 Least public (1)- Intermediate (3)- 

Most public (5) 

Direct 

observation 

Nemeth and 

Hollander 

(2010) 

Access; Surveillance; Mobility  

Guide for classifying security zones 

(1-3) 

Closed- Limited-Open 

Direct 

observation 

Nemeth and 

Schmidt 

(2011) 

Ownership; Management; Use/users 

The ‘tri-axial’ model 

(0 – 2)   and (0 - (-2)) 

Features encouraging and discouraging 

use 

Direct 

observation 

Langstraat and 

van Mélik 

(2013) 

Ownership; Management; 

Accessibility; Inclusiveness 

The OMAI 

(1 – 4)  

Fully private- Fully public 

Direct 

observation 

Mehta (2014) 
Inclusiveness; Meaningfulness; Safety; 

Comfort; Pleasurably 

The public space index (PSI) 

(0 – 3) 

less-more 

Direct 

observation; 

interviews 

Ekdi and 

Çıracı (2015) 
Management; Access; User 

Fuzzy logic 

(1 – 5) 

less-more 

Direct 

observation 

Mantey (2017) 

Diversity (activities and users); 

Management (type of management 

and restrictions); Accessibility 

(financial and spatial barriers) 

The ‘six-axial’ model 

(1 – 4) 

Private- Public 

In-depth 

interviews 

Lopes et al. 

(2019) 

Urban Life; Physical Design; Human 

Connection; Management 

New Publicness Evaluation Model 

(1 – 3) 

 Least public - Most public 

Direct 

observation, 

user surveys, 

interviews  

Praliya and 

Garg (2019) 

Accessible and Linked; Maintenance; 

Attractiveness and appeal; Comfort; 

Inclusiveness; Activity and uses; 

Purposefulness; Safety and security 

Public Space Quality Index (PSQI) 

(1 – 5) 

less-more 

Direct 

observation, 

user surveys 

 

 

The PSII focuses on five principal dimensions: access, uses and activities, safety and 

surveillance, comfort, and image. These dimensions were selected because they 
represent key domains through which design and management strategies shape the 

inclusivity of public space. Access refers not only to physical entry and movement, but 

also to visual, symbolic, economic, and regulatory conditions that either facilitate or 



 
Assessing Inclusivity in Design and Management of Public Space 
 
 

 

104  |  The Journal of Public Space, 10(2), 2025 |  ISSN 2206-9658 

City Space Architecture / UN-Habitat 

restrict entry into space (Carr et al., 1992; Varna and Tiesdell, 2010; Németh and 

Hollander, 2010). Uses and activities concern the extent to which spatial design and 

management support diverse, flexible, spontaneous, necessary, optional, and social 

activities rather than limiting public life to fixed or consumption-oriented functions 

(Gehl, 1987; Franck and Stevens, 2007; Mehta, 2014). Safety and surveillance address 

the balance between creating a sense of security and avoiding excessive formal control, 

policing, or surveillance practices that may protect property while limiting personal 

freedom and social diversity (Jacobs, 1961; Oc and Tiesdell, 1998; Németh, 2009). 

Comfort refers to the physical and sensory conditions that allow users to stay, rest, and 

interact, including seating, shade, maintenance, amenities, and environmental quality, 

while also recognising that comfort can become exclusionary when it is made 

conditional on consumption or behavioural conformity (Lofland, 1998; Mehta, 2014; 

Carmona, 2019). Image concerns the symbolic and aesthetic qualities of space, including 

whether the environment communicates openness, local identity, cultural diversity, and 

belonging, or instead produces a standardised, corporatised, and marketable identity 

that signals a preferred user profile (Nasar, 1990; Montgomery, 1998; Carmona, 2010). 

The PSII is organised hierarchically across three analytical levels: dimensions, 

components, and indicators. Each dimension is subdivided into components that capture 

distinct aspects of inclusivity within the design and management of public space. These 

components are further operationalised through 34 indicators supported by explicit 

evaluation criteria. This hierarchical structure enables a systematic assessment of how 

design and management strategies contribute to the production and limitation of 

publicness while maintaining sufficient analytical detail to identify the specific spatial and 

managerial mechanisms through which inclusivity is facilitated or constrained. 

 

Classification strategy 
The classification strategy of the PSII is grounded in the understanding that publicness is 

a relational and multidimensional quality rather than a fixed or directly measurable 

attribute. Accordingly, inclusivity and exclusivity are not treated as separate or mutually 

exclusive conditions, but as co-constitutive poles of a relational spectrum. Higher levels 

of inclusivity indicate conditions under which diverse users can access, use, dwell in, and 

benefit from public space with relatively few barriers, whereas higher levels of 

exclusivity reflect spatial, managerial, regulatory, or symbolic constraints that limit such 

opportunities. Table 2 summarises the theoretical classification logic of the PSII by 

contrasting more exclusionary and more inclusionary tendencies across the five 

dimensions. 

 

 
Table 2: Inclusivity–exclusivity spectrum for classifying design and management strategies 
 

More 'private' situations 

Publicness 

 

Exclusivity              Inclusivity                    

More 'public' situations 

Restricted access 

(Flusty, 2001; Oc and Tiesdell, 1998) 

Open access 

(Németh and Hollander, 2010; Carmona, 2019) 
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Fixed uses and functions 

(Franck and Stevens, 2007; Crawford, 1992; 

Carmona, 2010) 

Adaptable uses and functions 

(Franck and Stevens, 2007; Carmona, 2010) 

Formal surveillance 

(Flusty, 2001; Oc and Tiesdell, 1998; Francis, 

1989) 

Natural surveillance 

(Jacobs, 1961; Oc and Tiesdell, 1998) 

Uninviting ambience 

(Lofland, 1998; Franck and Stevens, 2007; 

Nemeth and Schmidt, 2007) 

Welcoming ambience 

(Nemeth, 2009; Mehta, 2014; Carmona, 2019) 

Standardised and homogenised images 

(Crilley, 1993; Ercan, 2005; Carmona, 2010) 

Cultural relevance 

(Montgomery, 1998; Mehta, 2014) 

 

 

This spectrum-based approach is particularly important for contemporary public spaces, 

where inclusionary and exclusionary logics often coexist. A space may be physically 

accessible while remaining socially, economically, or symbolically exclusionary; it may 

provide comfort while making that comfort conditional on consumption; or it may 

appear safe while relying on surveillance practices that discourage the presence of 

certain users. The aim is here to examine how design and management strategies 

position public spaces along this spectrum. 

To improve consistency and reduce interpretive ambiguity, dimension-specific 

classification criteria were established. These criteria translate the theoretical logic of 

the inclusivity–exclusivity spectrum into operational assessment categories for each 

dimension. As shown in Table 3, each dimension is linked to specific components, 

classification criteria, and scoring interpretations. This structure makes it possible to 

evaluate not only whether a design or management feature exists, but also how it 

operates in relation to inclusivity and exclusivity. The classification strategy therefore 

establishes the interpretive logic of the index. It links the theoretical understanding of 

publicness as relational and contested to the empirical evaluation of design and 

management strategies.  
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Table 3. Operationalisation of PSII dimensions, components and assessment logic 

 

Dimensions and 

components 
Classification strategy Scoring and interpretation 

Access: 

Physical access; 

Symbolic access 

Access is classified according to 

the degree of physical, symbolic, 

economic, and regulatory 

control over entry and 

movement. 

Exclusionary design and 

management strategies that heavily 

control and restrict access for 

certain groups receive the lowest 

scores, indicating a more private 

situation, and vice versa. 

Uses and 

Activities: 

Diversity of function; 

Diversity of events; 

Uses and activities are classified 

according to the extent to 

which spatial design and 

management support adaptable, 

diverse, and sustained forms of 

public use. 

Flexible and adaptable design and 

management strategies that allow 

for high levels of diversity receive 

the highest scores, indicating more 

public situations. While, strategies 

that focus more on private 

interest and offer fixed activities, 

discouraging unplanned activities 

through the configuration of space 

and the rules imposed, reinforce 

exclusionary patterns through 

homogenization. 

Safety and 

Surveillance: 

Security 

arrangement; Formal 

surveillance 

measures 

Safety and surveillance are 

classified according to the 

balance between natural 

surveillance, human presence, 

and formalised control. 

The exclusionary strategies, 

characterized by high levels of 

control and overt formal 

surveillance measures receive the 

lowest scores, indicating more 

private situations. While the 

inclusive strategies promote 

natural surveillance through human 

presence and visibility receive the 

highest scores, indicating more 

public situations. 

Comfort: 

Physical comfort; 

Provision of public 

facilities 

Comfort is classified according 

to the extent to which the 

space provides inviting and 

publicly available conditions for 

staying, resting, and interaction 

 

Design and management strategies 

that create inviting environments 

encouraging diverse users to visit 

and spend time there receive the 

highest scores, indicating the most 

public conditions, and vice versa. 
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Image: 

Visual diversity and 

imageability;  

Spatial identity and 

meaningfulness  

Image is classified according to 

whether the symbolic and 

aesthetic qualities of space 

communicate cultural relevance, 

visual diversity, and belonging, 

or whether they reproduce 

standardised and exclusionary 

representations. 

Design and management strategies 

that combine functions compatible 

with local and cultural contexts 

with contemporary urban needs 

and visual diversity, rather than 

creating a standardised image, 

receive the highest scores, 

indicating the most public 

conditions.  

 

 

Scoring and normalisation 

Following the classification strategy outlined above, each indicator is rated on a five-

point publicness scale that reflects its position along the inclusivity–exclusivity 

continuum. A score of 1 represents highly exclusionary spatial or managerial conditions, 

typically associated with strong control mechanisms, restricted access, rigid functional 

arrangements, formal surveillance, or standardised symbolic environments. A score of 5 

represents highly inclusionary conditions, associated with open access, adaptable and 

diverse uses, natural surveillance, publicly available comfort, and culturally responsive 

spatial representations. A score of 3 indicates hybrid conditions in which inclusionary 

and exclusionary characteristics coexist. The detailed indicator-level scoring criteria and 

data sources are presented in Table 4. 

The scoring procedure combines directly observable measures with context-sensitive 

interpretive assessment. Some indicators refer to clearly identifiable spatial and 

managerial conditions, such as controlled entrances, restricted areas, visible security 

mechanisms, seating provision, or posted rules. Others require interpretation of how 

design and management strategies influence flexibility of use, symbolic meaning, cultural 

responsiveness, or the degree of control embedded in spatial arrangements. This 

approach recognises that publicness cannot be reduced to purely quantifiable 

characteristics, but requires systematic interpretation informed by field observation, 

document analysis, and contextual understanding. 

Scores assigned to individual indicators are first aggregated to produce dimension-level 

scores. For each dimension, a composite score is calculated as the unweighted 

arithmetic mean of its constituent indicators. The composite dimension score (𝐶𝑗) is 

formulated as follows: 

 

𝐶𝑗 =
∑ 𝑆𝑖

𝑛
𝑖=1

𝑛
 

 

where  𝑆𝑖 denotes the specific evaluation score assigned to indicator (i), (n) represents 

the total number of indicators operationalised within that dimension. 

To facilitate comparisons across the varying dimensions and case studies, these raw 

composite scores are subsequently normalised to a 0–1 scale using min–max 

normalisation: 

 

𝑁𝑗 =
𝐶𝑗 − 1

5 − 1
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where 𝑁𝑗  represents the normalised score for dimension (j), while 1 and 5 correspond 

to the minimum and maximum values of the evaluation scale, respectively. This 

transformation converts the original ordinal ratings into a continuous index ranging 
from 0 to 1, where 0.00 signifies the most exclusionary condition defined by the 

framework and 1.00 represents the most inclusive condition. Intermediate values 

indicate varying degrees of inclusivity and exclusivity and reflect hybrid regimes of 

publicness. For instance, a mean score of 3 corresponds to a normalised value of 0.50, 

indicating a state where inclusive and exclusive characteristics coexist in structural 

tension. 

Finally, the overall PSII score for each case study is calculated as the arithmetic mean of 

the five normalised dimension scores: 

𝑃𝑆𝐼𝐼 =

∑ 𝑁𝑗

5

𝑗=1

5
 

 
All five dimensions were assigned equal weight in the calculation of the overall PSII 

score. Equal weighting was preferred to avoid imposing normative assumptions 
regarding the relative importance of different dimensions of publicness and to maintain 

the transparency and interpretability of the index. The resulting PSII score provides a 

holistic evaluation of inclusivity, capturing the cumulative implications of design and 

management strategies across the five dimensions of the framework. 
 

Data collection and processing 

Data collection for the Public Space Inclusivity Index (PSII) involved a multi-method 

approach to capture both the observable and implicit dimensions of design and 

management strategies. Systematic field observations served as the primary data source, 

enabling the assessment of the spatial manifestations of these strategies. However, as 

the underlying concept of publicness is not always directly observable and is often 

implicitly embedded in space, supplementary external data was crucial for a 

comprehensive evaluation, particularly concerning management dimensions. 

Systematic field observations were conducted at regular intervals—every four months 

at each site from 2021 to 2024. This longitudinal design was implemented to identify not 

only static conditions but also temporal patterns, seasonal variations, and changes in 

management practices over time.  Observations focused on recording: (1) user activity, 

patterns of use and user profile, (2) the design and experience of physical boundaries, 

points of entry and exit, and overall connectivity to the surrounding urban fabric, (3) the 

functional distribution and diversity of activities afforded by the design, (4) the 

provision, quality, and distribution of seating, resting areas, shade, water facilities, and 

public restrooms, (5) practices related to cleanliness, repair, and the preservation of 

public order, (6) the presence and prominence of overt security measures (e.g., CCTV 

cameras, private security personnel) as well as more passive measures, (7) physical 

elements, such as signage, fencing, and landscaping, that explicitly guide or implicitly 

restrict user behaviour. 

To complement observational data and uncover underlying intentions, document 

analysis was conducted. This included official project documents, content from official 

websites and social media channels, and academic publications. These sources provided 
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critical insights into project objectives, intended users, and management frameworks, 

enabling a nuanced understanding of symbolic control, institutional norms, and implicit 

design ideologies. Together, these methods allowed for a holistic assessment of 

inclusivity across both visible and hidden dimensions of public space. 

 

 
Table 4. The dimensions, components, and indicators of the Index. 
 

Dimension 1: Access 

Component 1.1: Physical access 

Indicators Scoring Data 

Number of 

entrances 

1 = Single entrance  

3 = Two or more entrance 

5 = No designated entrances (The entire area is open) 

Field 

observation 

Physical 

thresholds and 

barriers on 

entrances 

1 = Explicit thresholds and barriers that actively control access 

3 = Temporary barriers that control access when necessary 

5 = No physical impediments (Material changes can indicate 

entrances.) 

Field 

observation 

Barrier 

delineation 

1 = Opaque barriers (walled or surrounded by buildings) 

3 = See-through barriers (fenced with visually permeable 

structures) 

5 = Not present 

Field 

observation 

Obstacle through 

design and 

restrictive 

elements 

1 = >1 form restrictive features throughout the space, and 1 or 

more intentionally obtrusive furniture 

3 = >1 form restrictive features. 

5 = Not present 

Field 

observation 

Component 1.2: Symbolic access 

Indicators Scoring Data 

Controlled 

entrances 

1 = Overt control points (e.g., turnstiles, x-ray machines) 

3 = Well-delineated entrances without strict checkpoints (if 

necessary available to be controlled) 

5 = Not present 

Field 

observation 

Restricted Usage 

Hours 
1 = Fully locked during non-operating hours 

3 = At least one section open 24/7 

5 = Fully open 24/7 

Field 

observation, 

document 

analysis 

Rules Restricting 

Use 

1 = More than two written and posted rules 

3 = Easily implemented site-specific restrictions (alcohol, graffiti 

or smoking restrictions, etc.), but no written and posted rules 

in open spaces 

5 = No written rules or specific restrictions in open spaces 

Field 

observation, 

document 

analysis 

Restricted areas 

1 = Large portion restricted to staff or customers (>25% of 

total site area) 

3 = Small portion restricted to staff or customers (<25% of 

total site area 

5 = No restricted areas to staff or customers  

Field 

observation, 

document 

analysis 
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Table 4. (Continued) 

 

Dimension 2: Functionality 

Component 2.1: Diversity of functions 

Indicators Scoring Data 

Public Space 

Usability 

(Necessary, 

Optional, and 

Social Uses) 

1 = Supports only necessary activities 

3 = Supports optional activities (Leisure and recreation, cultural 

and educational activities, exercise, play) 

5 = Supports optional and social activities (Community Events, 

Civic Participation) 

Field observation 

Flexibility and 

Personalisation 

of Space 

1 = No flexible use of space, tightly defined and fixed functional 

areas 

3 = Flexible spaces available in indoor and outdoor areas, 

allowing for personalisation 

5 = Entire area allows flexible uses and activities 

Field observation 

Component 2.2: Diversity of events 

Indicators Scoring Data 

Types of events 

1 = Non present or programmed: mega-events of national or 

city scale or events for private interests - may be paid and free 

3 = Programmed: specialized events (paid and free) for users of 

all ages around educational, cultural, athletic, environmental and 

more. 

5 = Programmed and spontaneous;:spontaneous events in 

addition to the first two items (all free of charge) 

Field observation, 

document analysis 

Scheduling of 

events 

1 = No scheduled event  

3 = <1 weekly scheduled event  

5 = >1 weekly scheduled event 

Field observation, 

document analysis 

Community-led 

events 

1 = Permission requirement: open to event partners, but with 

an explicit restrictive policy on permitted activities 

3 = Permission requirement: no explicit restrictive policy on 

permitted activities, actively seeking event partners  

5 = No specific permission requirement 

Field observation, 

document analysis 

Economic 

Barriers 

1 = Charges for primary activities and uses 

3 = Optional fees 

5 = No charges for activities 

Field observation, 

document analysis 

Food and 

beverage  

1 = Only private chain facilities (restaurant and cafe) 

3 = Both private and public facilities (restaurant and cafe) 

5 = Only public facilities (restaurant, cafe and/or small-scale 

kiosk) 

Field observation, 

document analysis 

Commercial 

uses 

1 = Luxury consumption-oriented (stores with a private/chain 

business structure that are sales-oriented) 

3 = Entertainment-oriented (entertainment-recreation-oriented 

stores with a private/chain business structure) 

5 = Only 1-2 stores with a public or hybrid-enterprise 

structure, and/or temporary bazaar, market, etc. spaces 

Field observation, 

document analysis 

 

1 Seating and dining, public restrooms, free wi-fi, and 1-2 other features depending on the specific 

functions of the space;  
2 Seating and dining, public restrooms, special needs areas such as worship space, free wi-fi, bike-parking, 

and 3 or more 2 other features depending on the specific functions of the space. 
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Table 4. (Continued) 

 

Dimension 3: Safety and Surveillance 

Component 3.1: Security arrangement 

Indicators Scoring Data 

Visual 

permeability form 

the adjacent 

public realm 

1 = Weak or non-existent visual connections (>50% of entire 

area has blind spots) 

3 = Moderate visual connections (10%–50% of entire area has 

blind spots) 

5 = Strong visual connections (<10% of entire area may have 

blind spots) 

Field observation, 

document analysis 

Spatial features 

that enhance 

safety 3 

1 = 1-2 of the spatial features that enhance safety (space may 

be protected by surveillance measures) 

3 = 3-4 of the spatial features that enhance safety 

5 = Fully adopted (self-monitoring and community-driven 

security 

Field observation 

All-day usage 

1 = No lighting during non-operating hours, no public uses 

and activities that encourage evening/night use 

3 = Effective lighting 24 hours a day for at least one open 

section, but no public uses and activities that encourage 

evening/night use 

5 = Effective lighting 24 hours a day for entire area, public 

uses and activities that encourage evening/night use 

Field observation 

Component 3.2: Formal surveillance measures 

Indicators Scoring Data 

Provision of 

security 

mechanisms 

1 = Private sector authorization only 

3 = Public and private entities co-authorize. 

5 = Public entities are responsible for public safety 

Field observation, 

document analysis 

Security cameras 

1 = Overtly present in open areas (moving or panning 

cameras) and being monitored live 

3 = Usually inside buildings or on top of surrounding buildings 

and directed towards open spaces, recording for necessary 

situations 

5 = No security cameras visible within the open spaces 

(present at the edge of the area for public safety) 

Field observation, 

document analysis 

Security 

personnel 

1 = Private security guards and secondary personnel (with 

enhanced authorization at entrances and to protect the 

property) 

3 = Publicly funded private security guards (with authorization 

to restrict uses subject to site-specific rules) 

5 = Non present (the public policeman is in charge of 

security) 

Field observation, 

document analysis 

3 Mobility (orientation and traffic isolation), Public restrooms, Urban furniture, Urban vegetation, 

Material diversity (permeable borders, soft surfaces, etc.), Small-scale food vendors 
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Table 4. (Continued) 

 

Dimension 4: Comfort 

Component 4.1: Physical comfort 

Indicators Scoring Data 

Provision of 

available seating 

areas 

1 = Only provided by businesses (for both indoor and 

outdoor seating) 

3 = Public seating is available for occupancy without service, 

but seating is provided mostly by businesses.   

5 = All indoor and outdoor seating is public or available for 

occupancy without service 

Field observation, 

document analysis 

Climatic comfort 

1 = Non present  

3 = Lack of climatic comfort (unbalanced sun and shade areas, 

no overhangs or protection from wind and rain) 

5 = Fully adopted (provide different microclimates throughout 

the day are provided with shading, overhangs and planting) 

Field observation 

Green areas and 

vegetation 

1 = Non present or non-recreational green areas 

3 = Green areas suitable for recreational use 

5 = Green areas suitable for both recreational use and 

productive activities 

Field observation 

Component 4.2: Provision of public amenities 

Indicators Scoring Data 

Provision of basic 

facilities 

1 = Limited basic amenities (seating and lighting only) 

3 = Partially available4 

5 = Fully available and diverse 5 

Field observation, 

document analysis 

Maintenance 

regime 

1 = Unplanned (to be organized when necessary) 

3 = Well planned, but privately managed 

5 = Well-planned, and publicly managed 

Field observation, 

document analysis 

Cleansing regime 

1 = Unplanned (to be organized when necessary) 

3 = Well planned, but privately managed 

5 = Well-planned, and publicly managed 

Field observation, 

document analysis 

Dimension 5: Image 

Component 5.1: Visual diversity and imageability 

Indicators Scoring Data 

Diversity of 

colours and 

materials 

1 = Single-type material-oriented design 

3 = Variety of materials that enhance visual and aesthetic 

quality 

5 = Variety of colours and materials facilitating the user 

experience, and creating flexible subspaces 

Field observation, 

document analysis 

Symbolic 

buildings and 

landmarks 

1 = Non present 

3 = Either monumental or contemporary landmarks only 

5 = A combination of monumental and contemporary 

landmarks 

Field observation 

Art, cultural, or 

visual 

enhancement in 

outdoor spaces 

1 = Non present 

3 = 1-2 minor installation (statues or fountains and 1-2 

temporary installation) 

5 = At least one major interactive installation. 1-2 temporary 

installation and free performances are frequently present 

Field observation, 

document analysis 
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Table 4. (Continued) 

 
Component 5.2: Spatial identity and meaningfulness 

Indicators Scoring Data 

Local materials 

and architectural 

features 

1 = Non present (The former structures and environmental 

features have been destroyed) 

3 = Partially present (At least one of the former structures and 

environmental features have been maintained) 

5 = Present (Most of the former structures and environmental 

features have been maintained) 

Field 

observation, 

document 

analysis 

Symbols and 

signs 

1 = Dominance of global symbols and signs 

3 = Dominance of local symbols and signs 

5 = Balance of global and local responsive symbols and signs 

Field 

observation 

Functions and 

programming 

responsive local 

and/or historical 

context 

1 = Non present 

3 = Present, but the majority of responsive functions are for 

customers/private interests. (A greater percentage focused on 

commercialisation and private interests) 

5 = Present and majority of responsive functions and events for 

public use (art exhibitions, public performances, farmers' 

markets, street fairs, festivals, etc.). 

Field 

observation, 

document 

analysis 

 

4 Seating and dining, public restrooms, free wi-fi, and 1-2 other features depending on the specific 

functions of the space; 5 Seating and dining, public restrooms, special needs areas such as worship space, 

free wi-fi, bike-parking, and 3 or more 2 other features depending on the specific functions of the space. 

 

 

Case Studies: Galataport Istanbul and Museum Gazhane 

Istanbul provides a relevant context for examining the transformation of public space 

under neoliberal urban governance, as its central and historic areas have been reshaped 

through privatisation, public–private partnerships, cultural redevelopment, and large-

scale urban projects (Keyder, 2000; Yapıcı, 2017; Erbil and Erbil, 2024). Within this 

context, Museum Gazhane and Galataport Istanbul were selected as contrasting publicly 

accessible spaces located in central Istanbul (Figure 1). Museum Gazhane represents a 

publicly led cultural and heritage-oriented redevelopment in Kadıköy district (Figure 2), 
while Galataport Istanbul represents a privately operated waterfront redevelopment in 

Beyoğlu district (Figure 3). Their divergent governance structures, design processes, 

functions, and operational arrangements are summarised in Table 5. 

Alongside the direct privatisation of public services and goods, a widespread practice in 

Istanbul since the 1990s, public-private partnerships (PPPs) have further diversified and 

complicated the governance models of urban development. As De Magalhães (2010, p. 

6) notes, these partnerships include "privatised public sector bodies, utility providers, 

semi-public delivery agencies and so forth," creating heterogeneous and often opaque 

arrangements for managing urban space. This trend is part of a broader global shift 

towards neoliberal urban governance, where the state acts as a catalyst for private 

investment, often at the expense of public oversight (Brenner and Theodore, 2002). It is 

within this framework that the two cases present a compelling comparative lens due to 

their divergent governance models. 
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Figure 1. The locations of Galataport Istanbul and Museum Gazhane in Istanbul 
 

 

 
 

 
 

Figure 2 (top). Aerial view of Museum Gazhane. 

Figure 3 (down). Aerial view of Galataport Istanbul 
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Table 5. Comparative overview of the case studies 
 

Features Museum Gazhane (MG) Galataport Istanbul (GI) 

Project 

initiation 
Demand from grassroots  Demand from central government 

Initial project 

goal 

Preservation of the industrial heritage 

and its transformation into a socio-

cultural urban space. 

To open the historical coastline to public 

use and develop a modern cruise port and 

multi-functional urban area. 

Land 

acquisition 

Designated as a cultural heritage site 

requiring preservation 

(The decision was issued by the 

Istanbul Cultural and Natural Heritage 

Preservation Board on 25 October 

1994.) 

Transfer of operating rights 

(The site was privatised under a build-

operate-transfer (BOT) model through a 

transfer agreement with Turkish Maritime 

Enterprises Inc. on May 16, 2013.) 

Ownership 
Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality 

(IMM) 

Republic of Turkey Ministry of Treasury 

and Finance, Privatisation Administration 

Operation 

and 

ownership 

rights 

IMM Department of Culture  

Istanbul Culture and Art Products 

Trade Inc. 

Port Operations and Investments Inc. 

Istanbul, under the partnership of Doğuş 

Group and Bilgili Holding. 

(Site ownership and operation rights were 

transferred to the private sector for 49 

years) 

Key 

stakeholders 

Istanbul Cultural Assets Department, 

DS Architecture, ITU Faculty of 

Architecture, Gazhane Environmental 

Volunteers Cooperative, Kadikoy 

Municipality, Dox Architecture 

Ministry of Culture and Tourism of Turkey, 

Privatisation Administration, Doğuş Group 

and Bilgili Holding, BEA Architects, Studio 

Dore, Studio Geniler, Noom Architects, 

Autoban Architecture, Designers (Tanju 

Özelgin and Arif Özden), Beyoğlu 

Municipality 

Design 

process 

The design process began 

collaboratively, with concepts drawn 

from local community demands and 

involving academia, NGOs, public 

institutions, and residents. In contrast, 

implementation proceeded through a 

non-participatory process. 

Design concepts were directed by the 

developer through an invited competition 

and collaboration with international offices 

and preferred designers, reflecting a largely 

non-participatory process. 

Functions 

Museums and exhibition areas, library, 

workshops, cafeteria and restaurant, 

Bookstore, City Theatre, event spaces 

Shops, cafeterias and restaurants, offices, 

accommodation, museums and exhibition 

areas, Cruise Port 

Data 

transparency  
Yes 

No (limited access to necessary permits 

and approvals) 

 
 

Results and Discussion 

The two case study areas were systematically analysed using the Public Space Inclusivity 

Index (PSII), with each indicator scored through field observations and document 

analysis. This indicator-based assessment evaluates how design and management 

strategies facilitate or constrain inclusivity as an observable spatial expression of 
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publicness. The resulting scores make it possible to compare the two cases across five 

interrelated dimensions while also identifying the specific spatial and managerial 

mechanisms through which control, inclusion, and exclusion are produced in each 

context. 

The findings from MG (0.68) and GI (0.32) demonstrate that design and management 

strategies produce two distinct regimes of publicness, positioned between ‘contingent 

inclusivity’ and ‘curated exclusivity’. The tension between the symbolic inclusivity 

enabled through design and the operational boundaries imposed through management 

reflects a central paradox of contemporary public space production. Design and 

management strategies may function as tools of control and regulation, limiting 

inclusivity through the physical configurations, aesthetic codes, functional boundaries, 

and behavioural norms embedded in space. 

MG case demonstrates the capacity of design strategies to produce a form of contingent 

inclusivity mediated by managerial practices. The site’s integration of industrial heritage, 

historical continuity, and contemporary public functions contributes to its strong 

performance in the image dimension (0.92). At the same time, the diversity of public 

functions, spatial flexibility, and opportunities for personalisation explain its high score 

for uses and activities (0.88). Together, these qualities make MG a strong ground for 

cultural representation, participatory experience, and a sense of belonging. This flexible 

spatial setting recalls Franck and Stevens (2007)’s notion of ‘loose space’ and responds 

to Crilley (1993)’s critiques about the superficial treatment of industrial heritage by 

transforming the past into a meaningful narrative of public use. 

Furthermore, the spatial adaptability that allows the space to be reproduced through 

user initiative nurtures the democratic potential of public interaction. However, this 

flexible physical arrangement largely enabled by design strategies, is made fragile by 

managerial practices. Entrances that can be closed when deemed necessary and time 
restrictions (access: 0.50), the visibility of formal security mechanisms (safety and 

surveillance: 0.50), and the inadequate comfort provision (comfort: 0.58) all limit the 

openness generated through design. Ultimately, MG’s publicness can be understood as 

conditioned openness: while design strategies produce public value, management 

strategies discipline this value by making mechanisms of control visible. This reveals a 

central tension in contemporary public space production, where publicness is 

transformed into a fragile realm of freedom that is conditioned by surveillance and 

regulation. 

 
Table 6. Results of the case studies 

 

Components Indicators 
Scores 

MG GI 

A
c
c
e
ss

 

Physical access 

Number of entrances 3 3 
Physical thresholds and barriers on entrances 3 1 
Barrier delineation 3 1 

Restrictive elements 3 1 

Symbolic access 

Controlled entrances 3 1 
Restricted Usage Hours 3 1 

Rules Restricting Use 3 1 
Restricted areas 3 1 

 Access dimension score 0.50 0.06 
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GI, by contrast, represents a striking example of how design and management strategies 

can institutionalise market-oriented exclusion. This exclusion is produced through rigid 

forms of physical and symbolic access control, including fixed barriers and controlled 

entry mechanisms (access: 0.06). Additional restrictions, such as prohibitions on cycling, 

walking dogs, or approaching the shoreline beyond designated boundaries, are 

reinforced through a highly visible security regimes under full private-sector control 

(safety and surveillance: 0.25). Together, these mechanisms limit the presence of 

undesired users and practices. In this context, publicness is no longer an unconditional 

right, but a revocable privilege shaped by permissions defined through state authority 

and private management. 

The restriction of functional diversity further reinforces this dynamic. Most activities are 

organised around consumption-oriented uses and privately sponsored thematic events, 

which is reflected in GI’s low score for uses and activities (0.19). This transforms the 
site into a curated showcase oriented towards specific consumer profiles. Moreover, 

the luxurious materiality and aesthetic coherence of the built environment weaken local 

identity, echoing Zukin (1995)’s critique of aestheticised urban landscapes. Even comfort 

U
se

s 
a
n

d
 A

c
ti

v
it

ie
s 

Diversity of functions 
Public Space Usability  5 3 

Flexibility and Personalisation of Space 5 1 

Diversity of events 

Types of events 5 1 
Scheduling of events 5 3 

Community-led events 3 1 
Economic Barriers 3 3 
Food and beverage  5 1 

Commercial uses 5 1 

 Uses and activities dimension score 0.88 0.19 

S
a
fe

ty
 a

n
d

 

S
u

rv
e

il
la

n
c
e
 Security arrangement 

Visual permeability form adjacent public realm 3 3 

Physical arrangements that enhance safety 5 5 
All-day usage 3 1 

Surveillance 
measures 

Provision of security mechanisms 3 1 
Security cameras 3 1 

Security personnel 3 1 

 Safety and surveillance dimension score 0.50 0.25 

C
o

m
fo

rt
 

Physical comfort 
Provision of available seating areas 1 3 
Climatic comfort 3 3 

Green areas and vegetation 5 3 

Provision of cleansing 

and maintenance 

Provision of basic public facilities 5 3 
Maintenance regime 1 3 

Cleansing regime 5 3 

 Comfort dimension score 0.58 0.50 

Im
a
g
e
 

Visual diversity and 
imageability 

Diversity of colours and materials 5 5 
Symbolic buildings and landmarks 5 5 

Art, cultural, or visual enhancement in outdoor spaces 5 3 

Spatial identity and 
meaningfulness  

Local materials and architectural features 5 3 

Symbols and signs 3 1 
Functions and programming responsive local and/or 

historical context 
5 3 

 Image dimension score 0.92 0.58 

  Total PSII score 0.68 0.32 
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acquires a class-coded dimension. Although the site achieves a moderate comfort score 

(0.50), seating arrangements and microclimatic controls are largely aligned with the 

expectations of selected consumer groups. In this regard, global design codes operate 

through a form of thematic staging (Crilley, 1993), diluting local memory while 

converting the historic port fabric into a carefully orchestrated experience economy 

(Hannigan, 1998). Thus, Galataport embodies a central paradox of contemporary public 

space production: publicness is formally staged yet substantively constrained by market 

logics. 
 
 

Conclusion 

This study has examined how the design and management strategies of contemporary 

public spaces shape their publicness by embedding varying degrees of control within 

spatial practices. Its central premise is that publicness is not a fixed attribute, but a 

relational and multidimensional quality (re)produced through the tensions between 

openness and restriction, diversity and homogenisation, and democratic participation 

and market-driven logics.  

The findings show that publicness is produced through three interconnected processes: 

(i) by delineating boundaries through physical and symbolic thresholds, that either 

facilitate openness or reinforce exclusionary forms of control,  (ii) by defining the 

nature of public interaction through flexible uses and opportunities for personalisation 

or, conversely, through rigidly prescribed spatial narratives, (iii) by shaping 

the composition of the "public" through locally grounded representations or curated 

aesthetic codes that communicate the boundaries of belonging. 

The findings show that Museum Gazhane produces a regime of contingent inclusivity, 

supported by cultural continuity, functional diversity, and spatial flexibility but limited by 

managerial restrictions. Galataport Istanbul, by contrast, reflects a regime of curated 

exclusivity, shaped by controlled access, consumption-oriented uses, and private-sector 

security. The comparison between Museum Gazhane and Galataport Istanbul 
demonstrates that different governance arrangements and actor constellations generate 

markedly different inclusivity–exclusivity conditions within the same metropolitan 

context. While private-sector-dominated arrangements tend to intensify 

commercialisation, access control, and security-oriented regulation; public-sector-led 

provision does not automatically guarantee inclusivity, which may still be constrained by 

administrative barriers, temporal restrictions, limited programming, or uneven comfort 

provision. The findings, therefore, highlight a significant risk: the legitimation of the 

transformation of public space into a privatised realm governed by regimes of control. 

The study contributes to public space scholarship by moving beyond abstract public–

private binaries and offering an operational framework for assessing how inclusivity is 

facilitated or constrained through design and management strategies. Conceptually, it 

clarifies the relationship between publicness, inclusivity, exclusivity, and control by 

treating inclusivity as a condition produced through spatial and managerial arrangements 

rather than as an automatic feature of public space.  Methodologically, the PSII translates 

this relational understanding into a structured assessment tool based on explicit 

indicators and classification criteria across five dimensions.  Empirically, its application to 

Istanbul Muze Gazhane and Galataport Istanbul produces analytically legible findings that 

enrich ongoing discussions around inclusion and exclusion in “new” public spaces.  
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Several limitations should be acknowledged. The empirical application of the PSII is 

based on two case studies within a single metropolitan context, which limits the 

generalisability of the findings. Although explicit indicators and scoring criteria enhance 

transparency and consistency, the assessment inevitably involves a degree of researcher 

interpretation. The index was applied through systematic field observations and 

document analysis conducted by the authors, but inter-rater reliability was not formally 

tested. The PSII should therefore be understood as a structured evaluative framework 

whose wider applicability requires further validation. Future research could strengthen 

the robustness of the index through expert-based assessments, inter-rater reliability 

testing, and applications across different urban contexts and governance models. 

Integrating user experiences and discursive representations would also provide a more 

comprehensive understanding of how publicness is produced, negotiated, and contested 

in practice. 

Ultimately, this study underscores a critical imperative for the design and management 

of contemporary public spaces: unless inclusivity is institutionally prioritised and 

translated into spatial and managerial practice, public spaces risk becoming mere stages 

for ideological coding, thereby losing their democratic potential. Publicness requires 

spatial and managerial arrangements that remain open to diverse users and practices 

while avoiding forms of control that silently narrow the meaning of the public.   
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